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ABSTRACT 
The 'Multi-Problem' Family Phenomenon: 
An Interactional Perspective 
February, 1984 
Lauren Weller Kaplan 
B.A., University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
M.Ed., University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
Ed.D., University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
Directed by: Dr. William Mathews 
This research investigated, through case study, the 
communication processes of families labeled 'multi-problem' 
in interaction with human service agency professionals. 
A dual methodology was utilized to assess and describe 
three such family/agency supra-systems. Quantitative 
procedures derived from Coordinated Management of Meaning 
communications research were used as a multi-method check 
on qualitative systemic family therapy interview and 
assessment techniques. 
From the quantified individual CMM self-report data, 
individual rule complexes were extrapolated and combined 
to assess their fit with the systemic family therapy 
circular questioning 'rule of rules' derived for each 
vi 
family/helping professional complex: 'An Old Fashioned 
Marriage with an Optimum Amount of Trouble', 'Family in 
Crisis Meets Agencies at War', and 'The Competence of 
Incompetence.' A comprehensive interactional 'portrait' 
was constructed for each family/helping professional 
supra-system based on the communicative logics revealed. 
Existing problem definitions and treatment recommen¬ 
dations for 'multi-problem' families are challenged in 
a literature review that locates the 'multi-problem' 
family phenomenon in its broad social context from a 
neo-marxist perspective and in a specific functional 
relationship to the meta-system of human services from an 
expanded systemic family therapy theory perspective. 
Three adaptive styles are provisionally suggested 
as characteristic of 'agency enmeshed' families, the usage 
this study suggests as more usefully descriptive than 
'multi-problem', 'helpless/hopeless,' 'mad and glad' and 
'professional client.' 
Three new systemic constructs, 'steering capacity,' 
'management of awareness' and 'generativity' are suggested 
as useful for family therapists attempting to assess and 
treat 'multi-problem' families. 
The dual, self-checking methodology utilized in this 
research recommends itself for further applications where 
the circular epistemology of systemic family therapy makes 
Vll 
the risk of ordinary empirical social science methods 
inappropriate. 
This investigation, which appears to be the first 
interactive study of the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon, 
includes discussions of research design problems, impli¬ 
cations for family therapy in the public sector and 
recommendations for further research. 
vm 
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CHAPTER I 
THE PROBLEM 
Introduction 
Since the term first emerged at the end of the 1940's, 
'multi-problem' families have been an unsolved dilemma 
for the helping professions. In the decade since systemic 
family therapy entered public sector work as a major 
modality, it, too, has begun to face the theoretical and 
practical problems of treating family systems that are 
deeply enmeshed with their human service agency context. 
The major purpose of this dissertation was to investigate 
one aspect of the communication structures and transac¬ 
tional patterns of human service agencies and families 
labeled 'multi-problem.' It is an exploratory and 
descriptive investigation employing a case study method¬ 
ology . 
Three families meeting operationalized criteria for 
'multi-problem' status were studied in interaction with 
a human service helping professional important to them. 
A dual research methodology was employed. Techniques and 
trained raters from systemic family therapy theory and 
Coordinated Management of Meaning Communications Theory 
(CMM) were employed to construct detailed interactional 
1 
2 
portraits of the family/helping professional supra-systems. 
The theoretical and practical implications for 
systemic family therapy in public sector work are dis¬ 
cussed from a neo-marxist meta-theoretical perspective and 
recommendations for future research are made. 
Statement of the Problem and Rationale 
The 'multi-problem' family phenomenon is significant 
and/or problematic on at least three conceptual levels 
or domains of inquiry/activity: (A) for society as a 
whole; (B) for the professionals of human services that 
implement social policy in modern societies; and (C) for 
family therapy as a discipline newly entering the public 
sector. 
A. The social context of 'multi-problem' families. 
This study is concerned with broadening the contextual 
perspective of the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon from 
an intra-familial view to a description of the communi¬ 
cation system formed when families labeled 'multi-problem 
interact with publicly funded human service agencies. 
One of the origins origins of this study was a belief that 
the 'permanent clienthood' of a particularly noticeable 
sector of dependent poor, 'multi-problem' "psycho-socially 
dependent" (Harrel, 1980) families, may function to 
profoundly shape the attitudes of the working poor 
3 
towards human services and its providers. This belief 
was based on the researcher's experience in human services 
as well as on three years of sharing with peers in a 
community based family therapy training program. 
This research contributes to understanding the 
'multi-problem' family phenomenon by exploring the 
'existential' hypothesis that there exists a communicative 
'logic' specific to the family/human service agency 
relationship that can lead to cycles of prolonged un¬ 
healthy interdependence. 
It is the perspective of this study that the evolu¬ 
tion of the social whole that forms the context for human 
services is best understood, though very imperfectly, 
through an evolved marxist or 'neo-marxist' set of 
theoretical lenses. An assumption of that perspective 
is that contexted levels of social interaction are in a 
reciprocally causal relationship with the social totality 
which forms their context (Harrington, 1976, p. 60-74). 
The focus of this study is on a particular inter¬ 
active level, the communicational 'membrane' across 
which families and social agencies of assistance and 
control relate. However, the societal context within 
which those relations are situated is also discussed in 
order to illuminate the significance of the data 
obtained. The 'multi-problem' family phenomenon is 
4 
discussed from a neo-marxist perspective as an important 
constituent and symptom of the maintenance and repro¬ 
duction of class divisions in a society organized by 
social class. 
Because the neo-marxist perspective has not generated 
adequate micro-analytic tools for the examination of 
particular interactional processes, and tends to minimize 
the context shaping power of such subordinate units as 
the family, a dual-method research strategy utilizing 
systemic family therapy theory and CMM theory has been 
utilized in this study. 
B. 'Multi-problem' families and human services. 
Within the domain of human services, 'multi-problem' 
families have been recognized as a major problem for at 
least thirty years under a variety of rubrics, and by a 
broad assortment of experts and authorities from several 
disciplines. A survey and discussion of the literature 
converging on the problem of the 'multi-problem' family 
is an important part of Chapter II of this study. For 
this introductory section it is enough to represent that 
diverse commentary. In "A Classification of Disordered 
Family Types," Voiland and Buell (1980), discussing 
social work research conducted since 1947: 
documented the heavy concentration of all 
supported welfare and health services m a relatively 
5 
small group of seriously disorganized 'multi- 
problem' families (p. 196). 
They report that as early as 1952: 
This evident clustering both of numerous problems 
and numerous services in certain families was of 
important epidemiological significance for the 
planners and administrators of many welfare and 
health agencies. It underscored the need to 
coordinate and integrate the various services 
rendered to the same family by separate agencies. 
In essence it called for the use of the total 
family as the primary unit and base for community 
planning (p. 196) . 
Hollingshead and Redlich, in their classic and much 
quoted Social Class and Mental Illness (1958) , noted 
that the Class V families which are the bottom stratum 
of the New Haven class structure they investigated 
comprised 17.5 percent of the households by Hollingshead's 
and Redlich's "Index of Social Position". They emphasize: 
Some 87 percent of the class V families and indi¬ 
viduals were listed on the Social Services Index 
of the Council of Social Agencies.... One third 
of these families have been known to several social 
agencies for one reason or another through two 
or three generations (p. 117). 
The importance of poverty and underclass status as 
one of the defining characteristics of 'multi-problem' 
families is confirmed by other authors to the point that 
the phrase "multi-problem poor family" (Colon, 1980) 
becomes a redundancy. The 'multi-problem' family is 
defined in the convergent literature by a plurality of 
problems which are seen by a plural of publicly supported 
6 
public agencies. "A 'multi-problem family' is defined 
as one that is in contact with a variety of agencies in 
the community" (Selig, 1976). By this emergent consensus 
definition, middle class and wealthy families with 
multiple, concurrent, and/or long-term problems are 
excluded. 
These are nonworking family members of the under- 
clasps. For them there is no shred of hope for 
anything but sporadic, menial work. Thus they are 
longstanding clients of public agencies such as 
housing, public health, welfare, and the courts. 
They are, as well, a continuous source of concern 
for the schools and the communities in which they 
live. Life in these families is often blighted 
by separation, divorce, child abuse and neglect, 
drug use, delinquent behavior, and criminal and 
violent behavior. They often seem to be in a 
state of disorganization, disintegration, and 
chaos. Indeed, their life style constitutes a 
virtually endless series of crises (Colon, 1980, 
p. 344, emphasis in the original). 
As Voiland and Buell put it: 
Such pervading deficiencies adversely affect male 
and female relationships, parent-child relation¬ 
ships, work habits, and relationships to the 
community at large. The multiplicity of the 
problems as well as their severity distinguished 
this family type_ From the community's stand¬ 
point, those families comprise a substantial 
proportion of its public health and welfare 
agency caseloads (Voiland & Buell, 1980, p. 20o) • 
As early as 1964, the locus of the fragmentation 
implied by the label 'multi-problem' was questioned: 
"Problematic family functioning and inadequate agency 
functioning may be viewed as two sides of the same com1 
(Geismar & LaSorte, 1964 , p. 201). Selig (197i>) makcb 
this point the focus of his article, "The Myth of the 
Multi-Problem Family": 
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The concept of fragmentation of services is 
certainly not new; however, mental health workers 
and others continue to label some families as 
multi-problematic, and give as the reason the 
fact that family members (each for his or her 
own reasons) are in contact with a variety of 
workers and agencies (p. 524) . 
While emphatically sharing the idea that the construct 
'multi-problem' family describes the social context and 
status of the families so labeled, including their rela¬ 
tionships to the array of agencies involved in their 
family life rather than describing families, as such, 
the term 'multi-problem' family is used throughout this 
study since it is still in wide use. Quotation marks 
have been retained to remind the reader that it says as 
much about the labelers as the labeled. 
Besides the varied literature that focuses specifi¬ 
cally on 'multi-problem' families, this study argues 
that several other prominent constructs in wide use in 
human service theory and practice: 'case management,' 
'duplication of services,' 'inter-agency networking, 
'service coordination,’ and 'continuity of care,' among 
others have evolved in major part as responses to the 
problem of 'multi-problem' families (see Baker & Bros- 
kowski, 1974). One difficulty in tracing these service 
to the problems posed by the delivery design responses 
8 
'multi-problem' family lies in the individualist, intra¬ 
psychic approach that many human service professionals 
continue to bring to their work. Selig (1976) present 
a case which the experienced practitioner will not find 
untypical: 
The case of the B family is a good example of how 
our fragmented system of services helps to create 
rather than help a so-called 'multi-problem 
family.' 
My first contact was with Mrs. B who called our 
mental health team in tears, in an almost unaudible 
voice saying that her family was falling apart and 
she wanted to die. It turned out that Mrs. B had 
overdosed on highly addictive sleeping medication 
prescribed by her general practitioner. The GP 
had known Mrs. B for years, and claimed he did 
not know she was endangering her life by taking 
so much medication. In subsequent family sessions, 
three of Mrs. B's four children told of several 
visits to the GP's office, telling him what their 
mother was doing with the medication and asking 
his help in controlling it. 
At the same time, Mrs. B was also seeing a psychia¬ 
trist, who prescribed different medication, but for 
the same symptoms of 'nerves' and inability to 
sleep. The psychiatrist was advising Mrs. B whom 
he always saw alone, to get a job. 
Since the B family was receiving public assistance, 
they also had a caseworker. The caseworker, althougn 
well intentioned, regularly informed Mrs. B that if 
she began working she would not only lose her 
financial assistance, but possibly health insurance 
benefits, as well. The caseworker didn't think 
Mrs. B was stable or prepared enough to work, and 
advised her instead to enroll in a sheltered wor 
shop, as a step to job training. 
The oldest child, a 21 year-old male, had been 
trouble with the courts for petty larceny Plu^ 
possession and use of hard drugs. He a ee 
in 
on 
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probation and had his own probation officer. In 
individual sessions with the probation officer, they 
discussed employment for him and the need, as the 
probation officer saw it, for Mrs. B to be hospi¬ 
talized (Selig, 1976, p. 528). 
From the author's own experience as a community 
organizer and as a family therapist in the public sector, 
from exchanges with colleagues, and from the review of the 
literature which forms Chapter II of this study, this case 
example is paradigmatic of the problems faced by family 
therapists entering public sector work. 
There would seem to be little doubt that the 
community constitutes the immediate environment 
within which individuals and families express 
themselves socially, culturally, and politically 
and where change and innovation are registered 
in a tangible manner. In view of this, the study 
of the family that does not address itself fully 
to the community in which the family resides 
omits a research aspect that is essential to a 
full understanding of its life. 
The interrelationship between family and 
community would seem to be particularly pronounced 
where social service is the focus of research.... 
The greater the families' dependence on community 
resources, the greater the interaction between 
these families and the community- The kind of 
services, facilities, and resources families get 
from the community... tend to have an impact upon 
the functioning and development of these families 
(Geismar, 1980, p. 27). 
c< 'Multi-problem' families and family therapy. 
It is important to be studying the 'multi-problem' 
family phenomenon at this time, and from an interactional 
perspective because family therapy is currently entering 
10 
the public sector as a major treatment modality (Imber- 
Coppersmith, a & b, in press). One goal of this study 
is to provide some conceptual assistance to family 
therapists so that they may avoid unwittingly joining the 
existing problematic homeostasis that this study argues 
is characteristic of the 'multi-problem' phenomenon. A 
review of the literature reveals that all existing 
modalities of treatment including combinations from a 
wide spectrum of disciplines and theoretical perspectives 
have been unable to deal effectively with the 'multi¬ 
problem' family phenomenon and nave unwittingly contributed 
to perpetuating the problem. 
Over the past 20 years, experience has shown that 
traditional approaches to psychotherapy and 
psychiatric treatment have little to offer multi¬ 
problem families. This is because their problems 
are not only psychological; they also are social, 
economic, and physical (Ilorejsi, 1979, p. 67). 
Even responses to the treatment problems posed by 
'multi-problem' families, which combine an interactional 
family perspective with urgent calls for more services 
and more service integration (Orcutt, 1977; Selig, 1976), 
lack a systemic perspective of family/agency interactions. 
Without such an intersystemic view they amount, in tact, 
to nothing more than calls for "more of the same wrong 
(Watslywick, Weakland & Fisch, 1974). 
solution" 
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The study of 'multi-problem' families is important 
now because they represent a potential trap for family 
therapists entering the public sector. We may not know 
for some time how to sufficiently treat (untangle) these 
severely involved family/human service agency matrices. 
We may never have the tools or power to intervene "at the 
correct systemic level" (Imber-Coppersmith, a, in press, 
p. 157), but we can at least begin to assess the nature 
of the challenge. 
This study discusses some of the theoretical and 
practical difficulties encountered in arriving at a 
satisfactory definition of "the appropriate systemic 
level" when the 'system' under discussion is not unitary 
but the 'system of relations' formed when a family and 
several helping agencies interact. 
Rationale 
There are two rationals for investigating the problem 
in this case study. First, the field of family therapy 
lacks an adequate body of theory enabling us to understand 
the complex intra/inter systemic interactions that take 
place when a family (and different family members, differ¬ 
entially) are involved with a plural of helping agencies 
which are also engaged with each other. Secondly there- 
fore, beginning descriptive studies are needed which will 
12 
point the way toward formation of hypothesis and theory 
development which may in turn allow for more empirical 
research. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research was to further under¬ 
standing of the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon by 
exploring the 'existential' hypothesis-*- that there exists 
a communicative 'logic' specific to the family/human 
service agency relationship that can lead to prolonged 
unhealthy inter-dependence. It tested a dual-research 
methodology utilizing systemic family therapy theory and 
CMM to provide a detailed description of the communication 
processes of families labeled 'multi-problem' in inter¬ 
action with a helping professional. Therefore a secondary 
methodological goal of the dissertation was to test the 
'fit' of each of these general systems derived theories 
with each other, thereby providing a strategy for testing 
the validity claims of each. In order to 'set' the 
research, the social context of the 'multi-problem' family 
1 "Existential hypothesis" is used in Harre's (1970) sense 
to stress that as exploratory research the attempt has 
been to construct a framework to test criteria or 
claims to existence of phenomena rather than the cor 
lational claims to a given standard of reliability of 
more established research. Before we measure the 
distance to the stars, Copernicus had to challenge th 
existing system of celestial description. 
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phenomenon is discussed in the literature review from a 
neo-marxist perspective. Important implications for 
systemic family therapy in the public sector are raised 
and discussed. 
Within a meta-theoretical neo-marxist perspective, 
this case study sought to extend understanding of the 
'multi-problem' family phenomenon by focusing on the 
patterns of interaction and the communicative logic which 
characterize some family/human service agency relation¬ 
ships. The study described the workings of this relation¬ 
ship from two interrelated perspectives: A) the systemic 
family assessment approach of the Milan Group (Selvini- 
Palazzoli, Cecchin, Prata & Boscolo, 1978; 1980 a&b) , and 
B) the communicational research strategy of "Coordinated 
Management of Meaning Theory" (Harris, Cronen & McNamee, 
1979; Pearce & Cronen, 1980; Cronen & McNamee, 1980; 
Pearce, Harris & Cronen, 1982). 
Explanations for the 'Multi-Problem' Family in the 
Literature. 
The literature defines 'multi-problem' families as 
those receiving services from a plural of social agencies 
(Dax & Hagger, 1977; Mazer, 1972; Selig, 1976; Colon, 1980 
Geismar & LaSorte, 1964 ; Voiland 5, Buell, 1980; Buell & 
1952) . The fundamental premise of this study is Assoc., 
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that the label 'multi-problem' represents a learned, co¬ 
created interactive logic that traps some families and 
some human service agencies. Earlier explanations for the 
pattern of human misery summarized by the term 'multi¬ 
problem' family, and for its stubborn, recurrent nature 
have been sought in examinations of the intra-familial 
patterns of families so engaged (Geismar & LaSorte, 1964; 
Butehorn, 1978; Voiland & Buell, 1980); an analysis of the 
intrapsychic characters of family members, particularly 
of the parents (Fraiberg, 1978); in the patterns of 
relations of family members with preceding generations 
(Colon, 1980) ; in the patterns of human service provided 
to such families (Selig, 1976); and in the socio-economic 
contexts of such families (Morony, 1976 ; Aponte, 1976; 
Lasch, 1971; Piven & Cloward, 1971). 
To the extent that the other foci, listed above, can 
be seen as communicative levels with their own intrinsic 
logics, or interactive rules, they were included in the 
focus of this study as antecedent presuppositions, the 
building blocks' from which the helper/helpee relationship 
is constructed; and as such, they were seen as continuing 
to influence, limit and permeate the relationship. 
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Methodology 
Three families meeting the operationalized 'multi- 
problem1 definition were recruited by cooperating human 
service professionals. Each family was first interviewed 
conjointly with the referring professional, using systemic 
family therapy interview techniques. This interview, 
which sought to establish the history of the family/ 
human service engagement and to evoke that pattern in 
present time, was videotaped. The tape of that interview 
was separately analyzed by two 2-person rating teams. The 
systemic family therapy rating team sought to answer the 
question, 'Why does this family have its "multi-problem" 
status?' with a Rule of Rules hypothesis in the manner 
of Selvini-Palazzoli et al (Selvini-Palazzoli et al., 
1980a). From the interview tape, they also recommended 
brief episodes that seemed to epitomize the family's Rule 
of Rules in interaction. 
In conjunction with the CMM team, a Likert scale 
questionnaire was developed to elicit quantifiable self¬ 
rating responses from the research participants. The CMM 
team also viewed the interview tapes to recommend critical 
episodes about which the participants were questioned. 
The brief, critical episodes selected by each rating team 
were compared and one was selected for viewing by the 
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respondents and helping professionals. The families; and 
separately the helping professionals, were shown the 
selected episodes and asked to fill out the CMM derived 
questionnaire after each speech act in the episode. 
Utilizing collateral case history information, as 
well as the family therapy and CMM rating team discussions, 
qualitative 'portraits' of each family/helping profes¬ 
sional's relational system were constructed. The 
quantifiable data produced by the responses to the question¬ 
naire were analyzed to reveal the processes of meaning 
construction of each individual. Qualitative and quanti¬ 
tative data were compared, contrasted, and combined to 
produce a detailed description of each family/helping 
professional relationship. 
Significance of the Study 
There has been relatively little systemic family 
therapy literature focusing on the 'multi-problem' 
phenomenon (for a notable early exception, see Hoffman 
& Long, 1969). Indeed, the issue of systemically describing 
the family in its larger system context has only recently 
been grappled with by the field (see Imber-Coppersmith, 
a&b, in press) . Most reports follow the pattern established 
prior to family therapy's encounter with 'multi-problem' 
families and focus on intra-familial pathologies. There 
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has not been equivalent focus on the boundary management 
processes of families enmeshed in their human service 
helping context. This study explored and described these 
processes. 
A difficulty of the circular epistemology adopted 
by systemic family therapy is that it seems to prohibit 
empirical investigation (see Gurman, 1983) . This study 
used two distinct systemic theoretical approaches to the 
'multi-problem' phenomenon in order that the validity 
claims of each could be improved by their 'fit' with the 
other. 
Like other applied social sciences, systemic family 
therapy runs the risk of having unintended negative prag¬ 
matic consequences if its relationship to the larger 
social whole is not examined. This study utilized a neo- 
marxist perspective to locate and describe the homeostatic 
correlatives of the 'multi-problem' phenomenon and its 
human service context. Fundamental constructs of systemic 
family therapy theory were examined in the light of this 
meta-context. 
Limitations 
Limits of the Research. 
1. The case study approach to human behavior is as a 
concerned with the discovery of substantive 
strategy 
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theory, not feeding quantitative researches" (Glazer & 
Strauss, 1967, p. 5). The research outcomes of this 
study were intended to generate hypotheses and to build 
theory and not to produce data which will lend itself to 
statistical interpretation. 
2. Because of the intensive nature and the complexity 
of the methodology, the research sample of 'multi-problem' 
family/human service agency supra-systems was limited to 
three. 
3. For the purposes of this study, the human service 
agency in interaction with a given family was assumed to 
be 'embodied' in the agency representative having case 
responsibility and meeting the family in face to face 
interaction. In any open system analysis, there must be 
a decision to focus on some aspect or systemic level at 
the expense of others. The "punctuation" of this study 
(Watzlawick, Beavin & Jackson, 1967) was to focus on the 
communication processes of families seen as whole systems 
in interaction with human service systems. Within that 
restricted focus, there was an obvious skew to this 
research in that the wholeness of the human service 
systems was not adequately represented. The degree to 
which the human service agency representative's communi¬ 
cative acts (vis a vis a particular family during a partic¬ 
ular episode) is conditioned by the formal and informal 
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rules (the logic) of her or his agency was assessed to a 
limited degree by the interview and assessment procedures. 
Obviously the validity and generalizability of such 
findings have to await an investigation focusing more on 
the agency side of the family/agency interaction in the 
'multi-problem' family phenomenon. 
4. Similarly, this study concentrated on the interactive 
logic of a single set of family/agency relations rather 
than seeking to register in detail the patterns of a 
given family in all their relationships with human service 
agencies. Families were selected by criteria which 
included extended and intensive multi-agency relation¬ 
ships. Collateral case information about those relation¬ 
ships was sought and included as available, but the strategy 
of this research was to understand the interactional pat¬ 
terns of the family/agency relationships of such 'human 
services enmeshed' families through actual observation and 
interview procedures. If & paradigm for this communication 
'game' can be established, further research can seek to 
discover the differential nature of a family's interactive 
patterns across a range of human service contacts. 
5. Because of the intensive nature of the analysis, 
data collection was limited to two consecutive sets of 
one and a half hour interviews with families and agency 
representatives. It was an assumption of this research 
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that deeply intrenched and long established regularities 
of interactive patterns would be clearly revealed by 
carefully designed time limited observation and micro¬ 
analysis . 
6. The iifipact of the first interview procedure on the 
participating families and agency representatives is 
unknown. It was assumed that for systems that have been 
pre-selected for deep and long standing patterns of rigid 
engagement, the addition of one more brief interview 
would have only minor effects, and the amount of skew 
produced by the research intervention would be minimal. 
Delimits of the Research. 
1. All participants in the research, families and 
agency representatives alike, were volunteers. Given the 
sensitive and possibly coercive nature of the relation¬ 
ships under investigation, this may have skewed the 
research results to a significant degree by thus pre¬ 
selecting 'cooperative' families from a universe in which 
'mandated treatment' is the rule. 
2. Because of the difficulty in obtaining research 
subjects (Bloomfield, 1982), participating families were 
paid a nominal stipend as research consultants. Agency 
representatives were not renumerated for their partici¬ 
pation . 
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3. To facilitate intersystemic comparability, all 
families selected included a history of involvement with 
Massachusetts District or Superior Court Probation 
Offices. 
4. The two Massachusetts counties, Hampshire and 
Franklin, which were the site of this study, are predomi- 
nently white and small town and rural in their composition. 
Without further research, the results of this research 
may not be generalizable to national norms or urban 
situations. 
Definitions 
Circular Questioning: This is a set of clinical family 
interviewing and assessment procedures developed by 
Selvini-Palazzoli and her colleagues of the Milan 
group (Selvini-Palazzoli et al., 1980a). In the 
service both of developing systemic hypotheses about 
a family's interactive patterns and as a clinical 
intervention in its own right that implicitly imparts 
a less linear and blameful view of the family's 
situation the authors "elaborate certain fundamental 
principles of conducting the interview that... [are] 
"coherent with the systemic epistemology we have 
adopted"(Selvini-Palazzoli et al., p. 3). 
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Coordinated Management of Meaning: An interactional 
communications theory research strategy developed by 
W. Barnett Pearce and Vernon E. Cronen and their 
colleagues. For the purposes of this study, CMM 
theory and research techniques have been adapted 
for application to communication systems containing 
more than two individuals, the intersystemic inter¬ 
action of families and human service agencies. The 
points of congruence and difference between CMM and 
the Interactional perspective of the Palo Alto 
group which so largely informs the perspective of 
the Milan group, will be discussed as part of 
Chapter Two, A Review of the Literature. 
Family: For the purposes of this study, the 'family' will 
be restricted to sociologically significant kin 
sharing the same household with the exception that 
persons not sharing residence but who were important 
factors in a history of multi-agency relationships 
with the family shall be included. For example, a 
child who has been placed in foster or residential 
care and is also an important identified person in 
the family's 'multi-problem' label will be considered 
a family member. Similarly, a grandparent whose 
involvement in a nuclear family's pattern of human 
service engagement is evident from interview or case 
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material is considered a family member for the pur¬ 
poses of this study despite living separately. (See 
Gordon, 1978, pp. 31, 47 for a definition of family 
based on functional kinship.) 
Human Services: For the purposes of this study, Human 
Services are defined as the 'activist' element of 
the welfare state. If the whole of the welfare state 
enterprize represents an attempt to intervene and 
ameliorate the worst effects of our social system on 
individuals and families, human services are 
distinguished in this study from the broader range 
of welfare/education/health/criminal justice 
activities and institutions by the fact that they 
require for their delivery a corps of professional 
and para-professional direct service workers whose 
focus of activity is one form or another of social 
work, psychotherapy or counseling. 
'Multi-problem' Family: "The multi-problem family is 
generally defined as one that becomes known to social 
and welfare agencies because of the multiple and long 
term services it requires" (Mazer, 1972, p. 792). For 
the purposes of this research, the multi-problem 
family has been operationalized as follows. Families 
who meet one or more of the following criteria at the 
time of their selection of this study shall be defined 
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as 'multi-problem': 1. One family member will have 
had regular contact with three or more human service 
agencies or programs (including special educational, 
mental health, and criminal or juvenile justice 
programs) for two or more years. 'Regular contact' 
is defined as having active case status and four or 
more face to face meetings between a family member 
and a human service agency representative within two 
years. 2. At least two family members will have had 
separate regular contacts with at least one human 
service agency for at least two years. 3. The family 
will present a pattern of dependence on human services 
over three or more generations. 'Pattern of family 
dependence' is defined as 'regular contact' for at 
least one family member for two or more years in each 
generation. This operationalized definition is 
implicit in the literature of the 'multi-problem' 
phenomenon, and somewhat narrower than many defini¬ 
tions. (See, for example: Colon, 1980; Orcutt, 1977; 
Dax & Hagger, 1977; Selig, 1976; Minuchin & Montalvo, 
1967; Minuchin, Montalvo, Gurman, Rosmann & Scnumn, 
1967.) 
Positivism: The view that what can be deconstructed as 
experimental 'data' offers the sole reliable proof 
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of the 'truth' of propositions about human and other 
'natural' phenomena (see Mishler, 1979, p. 3). 
CHAPTER I I 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Organization of the Chapter 
This chapter is divided into five major sections. 
The first section is a discussion of the 'multi-problem' 
family phenomenon from a meta-theoretical perspective. 
The assumptions of the neo-marxist perspective that 
informs this work are explicated so that the reader may 
have an understanding of the point of view that neces¬ 
sarily colors this work. 
Section Two of this chapter reviews and critiques 
literature representative of major opinions and contro¬ 
versies about the treatment/management of 'multi-problem' 
families. It is organized around two issues: A) An 
examination of what has been meant by the construct multi¬ 
problem' family, and what problems flow from the accepted 
definition; and B) A discussion of the array of pragmatic 
solutions offered to the dilemmas of treating and managing 
'multi-problem' families given the accepted definition. 
Section Three of this chapter is a review of systemic 
family therapy literature focusing on aspects of this 
emergent theory and practice that bear usefully on the 
'multi-problem' family phenomenon. 
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Section Four of this chapter is a review of the 
Coordinated Management of Meaning theory of communication 
with a discussion of the 'fit' of CMM with systemic 
family therapy theory. This subsection discusses some 
assumptions that underlie the research strategy described 
in Chapter Four. 
The final section of this chapter is a summary 
of the four sections that precede it. 
Section 1 
Framing the Issue: 
The 'Multi-Problem' Family Phenomenon 
in its Social Context 
Society itself has taken over socialization or 
subjected family socialization to increasingly 
effective control. Having thereby weakened the 
capacity for self-direction and self-control, 
it has undermined one of the principal sources 
of social cohesion, only to create new ones 
more constricting than the old, and ultimately 
more devastating in their impact on personal 
and political freedom (Lasch, 1977, p. 189). 
This study proceeds from the assumption that the 
entrance of systemic family therapy into public sector 
mental health where it encounters the 'multi-problem 
family phenomenon, must be seen in the larger context 
of the accelerating trend of growing state intrusion 
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into family life. In this section the attempt is to 
indicate that there is an important set of meta-questions 
at issue as the newly confident systemic family therapy 
movement joins the established state human service 
system, and to lay out the perspective of the researcher 
toward this development so that the reader will know the 
value orientation from which this work is undertaken. 
This research was conceptualized from within a 
neo-marxist meta-theoretical perspective. This section 
lays out that perspective and is organized into the 
following subsections: First is a definition of the 
neo-marxist position that informs the study. Included 
is a differentiation from 'orthodox' marxism and a brief 
discussion of the major categories of analysis that are 
applied in this research. Second is a discussion of the 
neo-marxist thesis that the modern family has been 
subjected to an 'invasion1 of its functioning and prerog¬ 
atives by the state. The third subsection discusses 
human services as homeostatic for the maintenance of 
class divisions in a society organized by class. Fourth 
is a description of the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon 
as a special case of this homeostasis, serving a schizo- 
mogenetic role in the maintenance of class divisions. 
The section concludes with a cautionary note for systemic 
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family therapy as a movement entering public sector 
work in light of the previous points. 
Neo-Marxism. 
For the purposes of this study, neomarxism is 
defined as that heterogeneous body of thought character¬ 
ized by a deep and fundamental critique of modern culture 
that utilizes marxist categories of analysis while re¬ 
maining unafraid to subject major tenets of marxism 
itself to deep and searching criticism. 
Marxist roots. From Marx, neo-marxism retains the 
central insight that history as a domain can be powerfully 
decoded by examining the relationships between the ma¬ 
terial bases of human survival, the "means of production" 
and the social relations, the "mode of production" that 
coevolve with revolutions in the technologies of material 
production. Both 'vulgar' marxism, (i.e., soviet style 
and other marxist 'fundamentalists') and the caricature 
of marxism that appears as straw man in most of western 
social science, read Marx as if the means of production 
determine the social "superstructure." There is unde¬ 
niably a strain of determinism in Marx, but some western 
marxists from George Lucaks and Antonio Gramsci on have 
attempted to liberate Marxism from overdeterminism, 
(Anderson, 1976; Harrington, 1976). They, and the western 
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that i.ollowed. them, had. to account for a series 
of catastrophes unanticipated by theory; the failure of 
the socialist revolution in the West; the failure of the 
working classes of the most advanced nations to form one 
united proletarian class; worse, the support, by a large 
minority of the German and Italian non-propertied classes, 
of facism; the resiliance of capitalism — particularly 
the triumph of advertising, the manipulation of basic 
human needs and the creation of a consumption based 
rather than a production based capitalist economy. They 
also needed to confront the perversion of the revolution 
in the Soviet Union under Stalin (a minority, this writer 
among them, arguing that the fundamental deformation 
occurred under Lenin). 
Essential to marxist and neo-marxist social analysis 
is the construct of class. In the marxist paradigm, 
history, culture and all social structures are produced 
in action, in the doing. In the doing of social ordering, 
divisions are created that create class structures. Neo- 
marxists retain the utility of class to describe the 
alienation of most of society from ownership or control 
over the means of production but reject Marx's prophecy 
that the plethora of 'intermediate' classes would be 
hammered into a coherent self-conscious industrial 
proletariet by the periodic crises of capitalism. 
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This study relies on the work of Ehrenreich and 
Ehrenreich (1979), Lasch (1977; 1979) and Aronowitz 
(1973) for relevant descriptions and analyses of the 
"professional/managerial class." From this perspective, 
the working class is responsible for reproducing the 
means of production, of physical survival for society in 
the industralized capitalist societies (including the 
stalinist state-capitalist varieties). Simultaneously 
there has evolved a repairing and adjusting social strata 
whose function it is to assist in the reproduction of 
that working class. This is the network of organizations, 
service bureaucracies and professional ideologies working 
to repair the damage caused the working class by their 
participation in production (Aronowitz, 1973). This 
takes the form of an expanding intervention into and 
mediation of family life and a corresponding weakening 
of that ancient and anarchically ideosyncratic insti¬ 
tution's role in human socialization. This study takes 
the position that a distinct new and powerful, if 
dependent, class formation, the "Professional/Managerial 
Class" (Ehrenreich & Ehrenreich, 1979) has arisen to 
fill this functional requirement. 
Frankfurt School of neo-marxism. In attempting to 
salvage the critical edge of marxist thought from the 
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ruin of 'historical inevitability,' some 'superstruc- 
tural' neo-marxists have focused on communication as an 
essential construct and unit of analysis. An influential 
neo-marxist tradition, the Frankfurt School of Critical 
Sociology (Arato & Gebhardt,1978; Jay, 1973) turned to 
a deep consideration of the family in the 1930's and 
40's. In seeking to understand the psychological basis 
for such social phenomena as facism they extended the 
radical critique of civilization that Freud had mounted 
in Civilization and Its Discontents (Freud, 1961b), 
attempting with less success to formulate a less pessi¬ 
mistic and conservative meta-theory comprehending both 
psychology and social theory. Herbert Marcuse is the 
Frankfurt School thinker best known to Americans. In 
Eros and Civilization (1966) he continued the Frankfurt 
tradition of unearthing the radical implications of 
Freud's meta-psychology. The book amounts to a gigantic 
metaphor linking the Marxist insights of the "surplus 
repression" needed to appropriate the "surplus value of 
workers in a capitalist economy to the "surplus" psychic 
repression needed to reproduce a quiescent working class. 
The locus of the psychological surplus repression is 
obviously primarily the family, yet at just tne point 
where an understanding of family communication structure 
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and dynamics might begin to unravel the family/society 
interaction, the neo-marxists, both the Frankfurt School 
and their contemporary interpreters, draw back from that 
task, probably because of the individualist bias and 
reliance on instinctual drives of the Freudian psycho¬ 
logical vocabulary with which they had to work. 
Jurgen Habermas (Habermas, 1979; McCarthy, 1978) 
is a critical social philosopher who has greatly extended 
the insights of the Frankfurt School. Habermas very 
nearly 'turns Marx on his head' (as Marx is said to have 
turned Hegel on his), in his emphasis on the ways in 
which a communicative superstructure co-evolves with 
material forces to produce history. A major project 
of the Frankfurt School was a massive critique of 
'instrumental reason' — for these thinkers, in the 
light of the twentieth century, political emancipation 
could no longer be identified with technical progress. 
The 'critique of instrumental reason' became 
the principal task of critical theory, for in 
creating the objective possibility of a truly 
human society, the progressive mastery of nature 
through science and technology simultaneously 
transformed the potential subjects of emancipation. 
The reification of consciousness was the price 
paid for the progressive liberation from material 
necessity. For Horkheimer and Adorno, then, 
human emancipation could be conceived only as a 
radical break with merely 'formal rationality 
and merely 'instrumental' thought (McCartny, 
1978, p. 20) . 
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This critique of instrumental reason reaches its 
heights (or depths) in the profoundly pessimistic 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972) 
in which the alienating and seemingly irresistable logic 
of instrumental reason is traced to its Cartesian roots 
in the Enlightenment. Marcuse paints a similarly 
gloomy picture of One Dimensional Man (1964) as a pro¬ 
duct of the reified false consciousness of consumer 
capitalism. Habermas attempts to rescue the critical 
force of the Frankfurt School's intellectual cul-de-sac 
by reworking the Marxist categories of material base and 
cultural superstructure into 'action' and 'interaction.' 
In so doing he locates the potential (not the inevitable 
necessity) for liberatory progress in the species 
defining processes by which humans coordinate action 
through communicated meaning. History, culture and all 
social structures are produced in action, in their doing. 
Yet human action is socially coordinated by communication. 
And communication, seen as this coordinative matrix for 
action carries with it, in its substrate of 'universal 
pragmatics,' the implied 'validity claims' for 'compre¬ 
hensibility,' 'truth' (in its narrow sense of intentional 
representational accuracy), 'truthfulness' as in the aim 
to be veracious, and 'appropriateness' or relevance to 
the particular communicative context. Thus for Habermas 
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the very structure of communication carries within it 
the implicit norm of a 'discursive rationality,' 
however counterfactual that seems to ordinary inter¬ 
actional experience. 
It represents the possibility of instituting 
or reinstituting a consensual basis for inter¬ 
action without resort to force in any of its 
forms from open violence to latent manipulation; 
it represents the possibility of reaching agree¬ 
ment through the use of reason and thus by 
recourse to, rather than violation of, the 
humanity of those involved (McCarthy, 1978, 
p. 291). 
The perspective of this dissertation is heavily 
influenced by the work of Habermas. From neo-marxism 
in general, is drawn the assumption that all social 
science claims, including those of 'system science' 
need to be examined for ideological content — that is, 
in reference to their connection to prevailing meta¬ 
system of domination. Habermas emphasizes that this 
examination necessarily includes a subjective and self¬ 
reflexive moment in that the observer of society has 
also been produced by it. This ineradicably paradoxical 
element of social theory can be partially, though never 
completely, escaped by incorporating a hermaneutic or 
interpretive effort with a systems analysis and using 
this dual mode in the service of an 'emancipatory' point 
of view which seeks to establish the liberatory potential 
within existing social structures. 
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In the methodological combination of interpretive 
information produced by 'Milan-style' family therapy 
hypothesizing, with the subjectively produced but 
objectively quantifiable data derived by CMM procedures, 
both operating within a critical neo-marxist meta¬ 
perspective, this study attempts to realize a Habermasian 
research strategy. 
The 'Invasion1 of Family Life. 
Neo-marxist critics have provided sustained and 
detailed accounts of the 'invasion' and interpenetration 
of family life by the state and by professional helpers 
over the course of capitalist development. The most 
useful neo-marxist contributions to family studies, such 
as Christopher Lasch's (1977) Haven in a Heartless World, 
The Family Besieged and The Culture of Narciscism (1979), 
and Jacques Donzelot's The Policing of Families (1979), 
amount to a sustained, scathing, and very pessimistic 
analysis of the ways in which families have been and 
continue to be stripped of autonomous functioning in 
modern culture. Jacques Donzelot has traced The Policing 
of Families as a meta-project of western bourgeois 
development. 
[It is necessary to] ...challenge the kind of 
circular inquiry in which all reflection con- 
cerning both the family and the professions that 
flourished in its vicinity was confined. We 
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should be able to... shift the question around. 
Instead of being lured into the search for a 
solution to the obvious malaises that develop 
around family life, we shall ask ourselves: 
This crisis of the family, together with this 
proliferation of "psy" activities, are themselves 
the solution to what problem? (Donzelot, 1979, 
p. 220) . 
Donzelot asks this question primarily of the "psy" 
people who have been impacting the family from the 
psychoanalytic perspective, although he details the 
convergence of several helping and educational approaches 
to the family over the course of the last century and 
a half. Systemic family therapy is currently joining 
this convergence. It is both fair and important then, 
that the family therapy movement face the questions he 
asked of psychoanalysis as it grapples with the new 
problems of having attained sufficient respectability 
and stature to enter the public policy and service arena 
in a meaningful way. While Donzelot traces the invasion 
of the family by helping experts back to the Enlighten¬ 
ment, Christopher Lasch focuses on the period from 1900 
onward, in which the 'reformers' of family life found 
new authority with the mantles of social science and 
professionalization. 
The family's dependence on professional services 
over which it has little control represents one 
form of a more general phenomenon: the erosion 
of self-reliance and ordinary competence by tne 
growth of giant corporations and the state now 
38 
control so much of the necessary know-how that 
Durkheim's image of society as the "nourishing 
mother/' from whom all blessings flow, more and 
more coincides with citizen's everyday experience 
(Lasch, 1979, p. 386). 
Lasch and Donzelot's incisive social histories and 
analyses of the 'therapeutic state' stand as a severe 
warning for idealistic and optomistic reformers entering 
public sector work with new human service thenologies. 
The resiliance of families. Neo-marxist critics 
have provided sustained and graphic accounts of what has 
been done to families over the course of capitalist 
development, but they are not sufficiently interactive 
to be able to account for the family's vitality in 
adaptive resistance. Part of the neo-marxist explanation 
for the adaptive capacity of capitalism to weather 
extraordinary crises with its system of class domination 
and alienation essentially intact (and even strengthened) 
is located in the argument that bourgeois society s 
ability to penetrate intra-familial processes of sociali¬ 
zation with 'helping experts' on family relations has 
introduced the hegemony of bourgeois ideology into the 
very psyches of citizens (Donzelot, 1979; Aronowitz, 
1973; Lasch, 1977, 1979; Poster, 1978). At times, this 
powerful critique of the helping professions from 18th 
century family fecundity propagandists to 19th century 
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inventors of prison and hospital institutions, to the 
progressive era reforming founders of t’he human service 
professions to contemporary marriage, sex and family 
relations experts carries unmistakable overtones of 
nostalgia for the 19th century patriarchial bourgeous 
family: 
It is too late, however, to call for a revival 
of the patriarchal family or even of the "com¬ 
panionate" family that replaced it. The "transfer 
of functions," as it is known in the antiseptic 
jargon of the social sciences ...has been at work 
for a long time, and many of its consequences 
appear to be irreversable.... The invasion of 
the family by industry, the mass media, and the 
agencies of socialized parenthood has subtly 
altered the quality of the parent-child relation¬ 
ship. It has created an ideal of perfect parent¬ 
hood while destroying parents' confidence in 
their ability to perform the most elementary 
functions of childrearing (Lasch, 1979, pp. 
290-292) . 
The 'nostalgic' limitations of the neo-marxist 
family analysis must be kept in mind when adapting their 
insights to a systems view of families in relation to 
society. 
From the point of view of this study, the relative 
failure of the neo—marxist 'invasion of the family 
argument to account for the systemic adaptive resiliance 
of even very deeply 'invaded' families, such as those 
labeled 'multi-problem,' can be explained as a failure 
to push far enough the break with traditional mechanistic 
40 
and linear applications of marxist theory. To see the 
profound impact that state and society has had on 
family life should not blind one to the powerful 
struggles the most disadvantaged families are able to 
mount in their efforts to guard and reclaim their 
systemic integrity. In fact, while frequently such 
familial efforts appear self-injuring and futile, the 
very existence and power of their adaptive resistance 
to official 'help' is a counter to the pessimism of 
Lasch and other neo-marxists impressed with the 'invasion 
of the family.' 
This study proceeds from the position that family 
therapists have two important needs that can be at least 
partly fulfilled in dialogue with marxism; first, they 
can learn a powerful perspective for viewing the larger 
systemic contexts of families. Secondly, they can 
acquire some useful tools in the struggle to reflexively 
understand their roles as paid agents of family adjust¬ 
ment. The special category of 'multi-problem' families, 
this study argues, underlines the latter concern by 
focusing attention on the provision o±. public human 
services to the poor, a domain into which family therapy 
is moving rapidly. 
However it is also argued that marxists have much 
to learn from systemic family therapy theory about two 
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critical subjects; effective and strategic use of 
communication in assisting human change, and an under¬ 
standing of family dynamic processes as a crucial and 
continuingly vital and powerful locus for the creation 
and transmission of social meaning and values -- lacking 
in neo-marxist reflections on the family. 
The Neo-Marxist Critique of Human Services. 
From the neo-marxist perspective that informs this 
work, human services are profoundly and fundamentally 
homeostatic for the meta-system of class division and 
domination. 
Although the capitalist system generates economic 
inequality, human service organizations are not 
necessarily designed to reduce them. Rather 
they perpetuate inequality by legitimating the 
class system (Hasenfeld, 1983, p. 39). 
This legitimation is accomplished in several ways. The 
availability of services is so limited as to be almost 
'symbolic' in terms of their impact on many of the major 
social problems resulting from a social production 
process organized for private profit. Yet in their 
'symbolic' existence, human services soften the image of 
a society organized to perpetuate class and other 
inequalities. "They generate the aura of a humanitarian 
and caring society" (ibid, p. 39). With their labeling 
and channeling functions that route people through 
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complex bureaucratic mazes in order to receive services, 
the human service system divides recipients and needy 
non-recipients into competing, confused and docily 
dependent micro-categories of clienthood, unable to 
unite into an effective resistance. In its way, this 
infinitely dissected ladder of low socio-economic status 
seems to be a mirror image of the finely graduated 
status ladder within the 'professional/managerial class,' 
that similarly makes difficult the unity of interest 
necessary for effective political action. 
Besides papering over the most glaring rents in 
the social fabric with symbolic activity, besides 
'usefully' employing the energies and dedication of tens 
of thousands of committed people who might otherwise 
more directly challenge the existing distribution of 
wealth, priviledge and power, human services perform 
another and equally important homeostatic function for 
the maintenance of the continuing system of class relations 
in this otherwise continuously changing society. In this 
specific maintenance—of—class division sense, human 
services can be seen as serving a 'Naven' ritualist 
function (Bateson, 19 ). The researcher is indebted 
here to Lynn Hoffman's seminal paper "Deviation Amplifying 
Processes in Natural Groups" (Haley, 1971) for her 
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discussion of Bateson's notion of schizmogenesis and its 
implications. 
Hoffman used Bateson's concept of schizomogenesis 
to understand "deviation-amplifying processes" in 
families. If reapplied to society, the ritual role of 
human services in keeping class relationships unchanged 
can be made more clear, and can illuminate the anger 
that the working poor occasionally express toward both 
the dependent poor and the professional class of helpers 
(Piven & Cloward, 1971). Symmetrical schizmogenesis, 
"the competitive rivalry that sometimes threatens to 
split a group down the middle" can be clearly seen in 
the split between the working and the non-working poor. 
Complementary schizomogenesis, "the progressive differ¬ 
entiation that takes place between two unequal parties, 
one of whom is dependent on the other" can be seen in the 
relationships between the dependent non-working poor and 
the "new class" of helping professionals. "Bateson is 
saying... not just that there are opposing tendencies 
in the society that counteract one another, but that 
one type of splitting process can be used to counteract 
another"(Hoffman, 1971, p. 301). This study assumes that 
in our society the "threatened split in relationships 
relieved by splitting of another type or along another 
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of strain is the class split between owners and 
workers. (See Who Rules America, Domhoff, 1967, for an 
analysis of the long terra stability of the U.S. class 
divisions.) The neo-marxist analysis sees human services 
and the welfare state of which it is a part, as func¬ 
tionally homeostatic for capitalism, serving a role in 
the realm of the social reproduction of labor analagous 
to that served by the reserve army of the unemployed in 
commodity production.* 2 
'Multi-problem' families in the homeostasis of human 
services. The third position derived from a neo-marxist 
perspective that informs this research is somewhat 
speculative but flows from the 'invasion of the family' 
and the 'homeostasis of human services' argued above. 
It is that 'multi-problem,' "psycho-socially dependent" 
families serve a 'Naven' ritual function in every 
community in which they appear. 
Following Hoffman (1971) some of the functions of 
such locally notorious and ritually deviant families may 
2 it is not only this, of course. See Piven & Cloward, 
1971; Harrington, 1976; and Hasenfeld, 1983, for 
balanced and perceptive presentations of the welfare/ 
warfare state which give equal weight to popular 
struggles for reform in creating and defending the 
achievements of the welfare state along with elitist 
social engineering and co-optation. 
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be as follows: In the context of managing class conflict 
the ambiguous triadic negotiation which perpetuates the 
homeostasis can be seen as a message from the owning 
classes to the working class majority that is carried 
by metaphor from the Professional class of helpers via 
the underclass of the dependent poor: 'Maintain your 
discipline in the workplace, as consumers and of your 
families or you will become as them — helpless, dis¬ 
organized, and vulnerable to the invasion of experts.' 
One can expect the formation of stabilized 
deviant roles as the precipitates of social inter¬ 
action in which clashing interests may themselves 
be stabilized through the persons who play out 
deviant roles (Hoffman, 1971, p. 299, citing 
Daniels). 
Another function that 'multi-problem' families may 
have in the homeostasis of human services is to promote 
the cohesion and morale of social service workers by 
providing a constant and reliable justification for their 
jobs and related status. (See Imber-Coppersmith, a&b, 
in press.) They may also help "to keep a precarious 
system from collapse" (Hoffman, 1971, p. 297). In just 
the same way that a symptomatic family member can assist 
a family not to confront and deal with genuinely crisis 
ridden issues of survival and systemic adaptation, so 
symptomatic and stigmatized families may help human 
service workers and agencies to avoid the structural con¬ 
tradictions of their roles by monopolizing attention. 
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In the inter-agency 'wars' for local human service 
hegemony, multi—problem' families may serve an important 
function in the mediation and management of conflict. 
The competing human service organizational hierarchies 
frequently serve different local interests and sometimes 
seem to speak different 'languages' of service. Gossiping 
about a 'multi-problem' family may help to bridge serious 
interagency differences and misunderstanding (Imber- 
Coppersmith, a&b, in press). Similarly the referral 
paths of especially troublesome families in a community 
may serve as a status marking device among agencies and 
human service professionals. In public human services 
as in psycho-therapy, the status (and salaries) of helping 
professionals tends to reflect the status of their 
clients. 
Thus this study begins with the premise that labeled, 
notorious, 'multi-problem,' "psycho-socially" dependent 
families may serve an hitherto unnoticed but functionally 
important 'Naven' role in class society; capturing a 
part of the anger and resentment of the working poor and 
diverting it towards the non-working poor and towards a 
social service system that they pay for, but which by and 
large does not serve them well. While 'multi-problem 
families help that social service system to stabilize 
and justify itself, it simultaneously demonstrates the 
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ineffectiveness of human services (since 'multi-problem' 
families by definition do not change). By monopolizing 
so much of the energy and attention of human service 
providers 'multi-problem' families may help to direct 
the diverted class anger of the working poor to that 
part of the 'professional/managerial class' who are 
human service helpers (and frequently near-poor them¬ 
selves as a result of the impoverishment of the public 
sector). 
To sum up, one could say that a family which 
is off balance in regard to its own system, 
because it is helping to maintain the balance of 
larger ones, will be perpetually exposed to the 
destructive effects of positive feedback chains. 
In an effort to compensate, some of these will 
be used to counter others (Hoffman, 1971, p. 
304) . 
Neo-Marxism and Public Sector Family Therapy. 
Flowing from the arguments made above, this study 
starts with two prejudgments about systemic family 
therapy theory which need to be outlined for an under¬ 
standing of the conceptual frame for the research. The 
first is a conviction that the family therapy movement 
is entirely too pragmatic and 'anti-utopian'; too ahis- 
torical to adequately defend its helpful new systemic 
epistemology from co-optation and exploitation as it is 
enlisted as a major instrumality by the state. This is 
a point that has been explored at length in a prior 
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paper (Kaplan, 1980). Suffice it to say here that this 
study explicitly takes issue with the conclusions that 
Watzlawick et al. (1974) draw from their useful dis¬ 
cussion of 'The Terrible Simplification' and 'The 
Utopian Syndrome.' As it is impossible not to communi¬ 
cate (Watzelawick et al., 1967), so it is impossible not 
to operate from meta-understandings, ethical/political 
points of view or mind sets that shape our purposes and 
our practice. The corollary drawn from this assumption 
is that examined ideologies tend to be less rigid and 
refractory than the hidden world views of 'pragmatic' 
practitioners. A meta-perspective that is open to 
examination, argument, and reexamination is more likely 
to lead to a more appropriate realism and sense of 
proportion than an approach, critical of Utopians for 
the cruelties and craziness *that result from futile 
efforts to make the 'real' world fit their ideal 'shoulds', 
never confronts the hidden ideological assumptions of 
their 'realism.' To accept the world 'as it really is' 
and proceed to intervene in the lives of families and 
larger systems on this basis is to accept at the 
beginning of the enterprize, the useful-to-the-status 
quo role of adjuster of disappointed dreams. How much 
more quietist than 'this is the best of all possible 
worlds' is 'this is the only possible world'? It can 
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only be maintained by refusing to do that which it 
accuses Utopians of not doing. A searching, deep and 
systematic look at our social reality reveals precisely 
that it is maintained, reinforced and continuously 
recreated by ideological myths — a point that except 
in the realm of social analysis, the systemic family 
therapy theorists make abundantly clear. 
It is the view of this study that the questions 
raised in this section pose some very real dangers for 
the family therapy movement. It would be a serious 
ommission for an emergent discipline that prides itself 
above all on its systemic epistemology not to confront 
meta-questions of this nature. 
Family therapies which focus exclusively on 
techniques for changing the family 'symptom' 
...without reference to the relationship of the 
family to the community — are more likely to 
lend themselves, however unwittingly to the process 
which Donzelot has described.... One can have 
only limited optimism about the ability of the 
family therapy movement, in the long run, to 
oppose successfully the powerful alienating 
forces of current social change; to whatever 
extent the potential exists for family therapists 
to promote communitization, -it should be actu¬ 
alized (Zwerling, 1981). 
A complementary argument takes into account the 
'second cybernetics' or 'new epistemology' of Dell (1982) 
and Hoffman (1981) (derived in turn from the biological 
thinking of Maruyama, Maturana and Varella) that the 
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cybernetic construct 'homeostasis' makes for over¬ 
simplified systemic analysis, and urges the adoption of 
the view that 'homeostatic regularities' in a given 
system need to be examined from the perspective that 
such 'symptoms' may mark the boundary conditions of a 
system struggling to make step wise, second order 
change to a new interaction synthesis. From this 
perspective, the 'symptom' of the 'multi-problem' family 
may be seen as a 'positive' marker of a new social 
alliance struggling to be born. 
Within this framework, the 'multi-problem' family 
phenomenon can be interpreted as an interesting and 
important boundary marker, not only of the homeostatic 
social status quo, but also of a metasystemic crisis, 
possibly indicative of an emergent class grouping 
struggling for autonomous power. 
Family therapy is a new profession entering public 
human service along with social work, psychiatry and 
psychology. It enters with a new ideology ('epistem- 
iology') and a concommitent status confirming language. 
Like psychodynamic thought which it has seen as its main 
competitor (Haley, 1981), family therapy has a liberatory 
core potential at tension with its urge toward establish- 
mentarian acceptance and social power. It is the view 
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of this study that the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon 
is a key public policy test of the 'systemic' way of 
working with families and of the role that family 
therapy will play in the great game of attempting to 
make human services human. 
The next section discusses the theoretical and 
pragmatic 'ecology' of ideas and practices concerning 
the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon that family 
therapy is joining as it moves into public sector work. 
Section 2 
The 'Multi-Problem' Family 
In the Literature 
Many systems we have created to deliver services 
are, in the name of 'progress' and 'civilization,' 
contributory to the conditions of human distress 
they were designed to alleviate (Auersweld, 
1969). 
Introduction 
This section is divided into the following subsec¬ 
tions. First, a brief history of the 'multi-problem' 
family construct is presented. Second, the theoretical 
underpinnings of the construct are discussed and critiqued. 
Third, the pragmatic literature of 'multi-problem' family 
treatment is reviewed and critiqued. Finally, the section 
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is summarized and the perspective of systemic family 
therapy theory is introduced. 
History of the 'Multi-Problem1 Construct 
As a construct, the 'multi-problem' family is a 
product of the early 1950's. Geismar and LaSorte (1964) 
credit Isaac Hoffman, Research Director of the Wilder 
Foundation in St. Paul, Minnesota, as having first pro¬ 
posed the term to describe seriously disorganized families 
in 1948 in connection with a study conducted that year 
of families engaged with the social services of St. Paul 
(Buell and Assoc., 1952). This influential study, 
entitled "The Family Unit Report Study" adopted the usage 
'multi-problem family' and the results of that study, 
though not necessarily the definition of the term used 
in that study, contributed largely to the definitional 
equation that evolved with usage in the following two 
decades: poor, 'disorganized' families with multiple and/ 
or severe problems = families engaged with multiple social 
agencies of assistance and/or control = 'multi-problem' 
families. Buell and his associates used the term to 
designate "families with serious problems in more than 
one of the following areas: social adjustment, health, 
economic behavior, and recreational need" (Geismar & 
LaSorte, 1964, p. 20). As can be seen, this definition 
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is so broad that it might apply to many, many poor 
families not otherwise considered 'multi-problem.' It 
was, however, the results of this study that seems to 
have begun the identification of the term with families 
multiply engaged with helping agencies. 
The supposition held by health and welfare 
agencies (in the early fifties) that a small 
number of families in a given community were 
beset by a multiplicity of serious problems was 
supported by several surveys.... However, what 
magnified the problem in the eyes of the larger 
community was the finding from a St. Paul, 
Minnesota, study done in 1948 that over half of 
the combined services and budget allotments of 
the major health and welfare agencies of the 
city were being absorbed by a small proportion 
of families which were being served simultaneously 
by several community welfare resources. Subse¬ 
quent surveys produced supporting evidence that 
between two and three percent of the families in 
the community are seriously disorganized, take 
up the bulk of social services, and also account 
for a disproportionate share of deviant behavior, 
such as abuse and neglect of children, juvenile 
delinquency, adult crime, and adult alcoholism 
(Geismar & LaSorte, 1964, p. 16). 
For two decades following the original St. Paul 
report, the identification of 'multi-problem' families 
with multi-agency engaged families remained fundamentally 
unchallenged. There were notable efforts to tighten the 
definitional and much of the focus of those efforts was on 
the internal and external functioning of the 'multi¬ 
problem' family (Geismar & Ayres, 1958; Geismar & LaSorte, 
1964), but not until 1972 was the definition identity of 
the construct with poor-multi-agency engaged families 
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questioned. Milton Mazer, in a well designed study 
(Mazer, 1972) , began with fifteen problems commonly 
experienced by families, such as chronic alcoholism, 
automobile accidents, school underachievement, suicide 
attempts, etc. For the purposes of his study, multi¬ 
problem families were defined as households in which more 
than 50% of the members had experienced one or more of 
his fifteen "predicaments" over a five year period. This 
population was compared with non 'multi-problem' families. 
The results of this study offer a striking contrast to 
the assumed identity of families with several serious 
problems with poor, agency engaged families. His study 
found: 
that the previously used definition of multi¬ 
problem families, based upon their high rate of 
use of community resources, selected those with 
an incapacity to deal with problems, and thus 
biases the data.... This is in contrast with 
reports that show high rates of family welfare 
assistance in multi-problem families, when the 
families are designated as multi-problem 'because 
they make multiple contacts with social agencies' 
or were selected, as in one study, because they 
were 'troublesome families' in a low-rent public 
housing project.... Defining multi-problem 
families by their high rate of use of community 
resources selects those not simply with many 
problems but also those with an incapacity to 
deal with them. [This] method biases the data, 
since it necessarily selects families of low 
socioeconomic status (Mazer, 1972, pp. 792, 802). 
Mazer's study challenges key elements of the assumed 
knowledge in regard to 'multi-problem' families, while 
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his conclusions are conservatively stated and the impli¬ 
cations not spelled out, it dovetails neatly with the 
perspective of this research. Specifically, his study 
provides at least passive evidence for the hypothesis 
that the multi—problem' family as a category is in 
reality a sub-set of families with problems to whom the 
label is attached because they are dependent on public 
helping agencies and are therefore relatively helpless to 
prevent themselves from being so labeled. There is other, 
indirect evidence for the "labeling" assertion in regard 
to the 'multi-problem' family construct. Mazer's study 
specifically rebuts two fairly typical studies of the 
'multi-problem' family which assume the identity of poor, 
human service engaged families with 'multi-problem' status 
(Curtis, J., Simon, M., Boykin, F. L., & Noe, E. R. , 
1964; Willie & Weinandy, 1963). They go on to describe 
and discuss the structure, composition and internal 
familial and social functioning of their pre-selected 
family populations. However, Mazer does not cite Ludwig 
L. Geismar who in a series of books, articles and 
research reports spanning almost two decades did more 
to contribute to the accepted definitional usage of the 
'multi-problem' family construct than anyone else 
(Geismar & Ayres, 1958; Geismar & LaSorte, 1964). 
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The Theoretical Underpinnings of the 'Multi-Problem' Label 
The evolution of social work under the influence 
of psychological and social sciences led to the 
acceptance of a credo which acknowledged the unique 
qualities of each individual and his (sic) right 
to self-determination- At the same time, this 
formulation of professional objectives raised some 
new problems concerning the ability and authority 
of social work to give service to people who need 
it but appear unwilling to accept it.... a recog¬ 
nition has gradually been gaining ground that there 
is need to redefine such concepts as self- 
determination and authority in order to make room 
for an extension of services to clients who do 
not request them or who may even reject them 
(Geismar & LaSorte, 1964, p. 47, emphasis added). 
Ludwig Geismar's energetic and persistent efforts 
over many years to apply the social role theory of Talcott 
Parsons to the definition and exploration of the 'multi- 
problem' family phenomenon represents the heights that 
theory has thus far attained in this new domain of applied 
social science. It must immediately be added that he 
stands almost alone in his willingness to theorize at all 
on the subject. This is not to say that hegemonic battles 
for therapeutic ideology are not reflected in the 
literature of the 'multi-problem' family. But almost 
without exception these discussions and 'theory wars' 
take place within the context of a pragmatic literature 
that assumes the definitional identity of the 'multi¬ 
problem' family discussed above. 
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Geismar and his collaborators, like nearly all 
their contemporaries, and it must be said, like most 
theorists of the helping professions to the present day, 
remain blind to the actual "reciprocal relation" between 
the systems of helping professionals mobilized as 
publicly funded human services and the client objects 
of this 'help.' Most writers on 'multi-problem' families 
have been content to assume a definition of the construct 
and to concentrate on prescriptive discussions for 
dealing with "hard to reach families," "disorganized 
poor families," "resistant families," "chronically 
troubled families" — all used synonomously with 'multi¬ 
problem' families. 
At the level of practice this assumption is, of 
course, understandable. Practitioners charged with 
dealing with these angrily nonconforming families, 
historically mostly social workers, have long been over¬ 
worked and underpaid, and the need for a meta-theoretical 
perspective that comprehends their interactive relation 
to these stubbornly troublesome clients with a social 
field that conditions helper and helpee alike can seem 
a hopelessly idealistic luxury when measured against 
the urgent need to develop better techniques for dealing 
with a community's 'notorious' families that repeatedly, 
for example, abuse and/or neglect their children. For 
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as for other enlightened and progressive 
thinkers about problem families and society-as-helper 
the post war decades, the need for a meta—theoretical 
perspective was handled by substituting Parsonsian role 
adjustment theory for the (Americanized) Freudian intra¬ 
psychic theory that had come to dominate the helping 
professions by 1950. He is usefully quite explicit, 
indeed almost passionate, in his urgency that Parsons 
replace Freud as the theoretical fountainhead for social 
workers: 
The depression of the thirties... shifted the 
focus of social welfare to the "external" realities 
of American life, particularly to the problems 
of safeguarding a large portion of the population 
from the ravages of unemployment, disability, 
old age, and other potential crisis situations. 
Government had begun to move into social welfare 
on a large scale.... The beginnings of professional 
social work were noted for their strong accent on 
social aspects in the diagnosis and the services 
provided to clients. As a result, social workers, 
in serving families and neighborhoods, had consi¬ 
derable awareness of the interplay of problem 
functioning, particularly in deprived neighbor¬ 
hoods. Much of this focus, however, was lost in 
the process of agency specialization and service 
fragmentation, and under the influence of a theo¬ 
retical orientation which put major stress upon 
psychological individualization (Geismar & LaSorte, 
1964, p. 31, emphasis added). 
The functional analysis approach to the family 
spelled out in the writings of Parsons and Bales, 
Bell and Vogel, and others permits an analysis of 
family stability versus disorganization in terms 
of the roles of family members in their internal 
activities and their relationships to other social 
systems. This approach, because it relates behavior 
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to the social structure, is seen as most promising 
in our effort to seek ways in which society in 
general and the social welfare community in par¬ 
ticular may cope with the problem of family 
disorganization (ibid, p. 23). 
Congruent with their theoretical orientation to 
Parsonsian structural functionalism as a replacement for 
the Freudian focus on intra-psychic individualism, Geismar 
and LaSorte first sketch their version of role theory as 
it applies to 'multi-problem' families and then opera¬ 
tionalize it in the empirical studies which buttress 
their 1964 study. In so doing, they provide direct 
support for the 'professional invasion of the family' 
thesis explicated in the previous section of this chapter. 
Functions on which the American family has a 
monopoly have been decreasing over the past 
generations, and more functions have come to be 
shared with other groups in society. It appears 
that of the former category, only four remain 
allocated specifically to the modern family: 
reproduction, shelter and physical care for family 
members, emotional care, and the socialization of 
the young. Other functions such as economic 
practices, treatment of illness, education, and 
recreation have come to be shared to an increasing 
degree with other organizations in society. 
Despite the reduced number of monopoly 
functions assigned to the family by the American 
culture, there are a variety of tasks, which the 
family is expected to carry out in order to give 
its members a sense of belonging to, and identi¬ 
fication with, the family (Geismar & LaSorte, 
1964, p. 38) . 
In other words, the American family, having already 
surrendered most of its "monopoly" over social functioning 
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to experts, needs now to be examined by those same 
experts to see how well the remaining "expressive and 
instrumental functions" work. This theoretical move is 
an important one, for it makes clear that the shift 
from Freudian individualism to Parsonsian conformism is 
directly linked to expansion of direct state intervention 
into the lives of families. However useful the Ameri¬ 
canized freudianism of the twenties, thirties and forties 
had been in convincing middle class families to allow 
themselves to be stripped of autonomous functions, the 
recalcitrant poor had proved to require stronger 
theoretical medicine (see Lasch, 1977, 1979). Social 
work, emblematic of the later professional competitors 
for the social territory it opened to exploitation, 
gained the necessary legitimation to massively intervene 
into the lives of poor families by adopting the 'neutral¬ 
ity' of Talcott Parsons' system theory. Geismar's use 
of Parsons to define 'multi-problem' families as targeted 
objects for 'help' presents a clear picture of a 
profession ("moral entrepeneurs" in Hasenfeld's, 1983, 
striking phrase) using ideological theory to create 
legitimation for its social power. 
What then is the pragmatic context of Talcott 
Parsons' system theory that made it so useful to promoters 
of the 'social' in social services as against the dominent 
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therapeutic ideology of an Americanized 'neo-Freudian' 
intra-psychic individualism that waxed so strong in 
alliance with the medical establishment in the postwar 
decades?^ 
Between the late thirties and the late sixties 
Talcott Parsons elaborated a vast theoretical structure 
designed to show, contra Marx, that modern society is an 
harmonious whole with an appropriate 'role' for everyone 
and effective socializing mechanisms to prepare everyone 
for their allotted roles. 
Undergirding the phantasmagorical conceptual 
superstructure that Parsons has raised there is 
an unshakable metaphysical conviction: that the 
world is one, and must be made safe in its oneness 
.... In this thrust toward unitariness, Parsons' 
system has a living connection with the tradition 
of Sociological Positivism, whose abiding impulse 
was to 'organize' and to integrate the social 
world (Gouldner, 1970, p. 199). 
That there is a critical difference between a General 
Systems Theory that seeks to subsume all social phenomena 
into a 'harmonious' whole and an evolving body of theory 
seeking to understand and establish a generalizeable 
theory about interacting human systems is a theme that 
3 See Russell Jacoby's Social Amnesia, A Critique of 
Conformist Psychology from Adler to Laing, 1975, and 
Herbert Marcuse's epilogue to Eros and Civilization, 
1966, "Critique of Neo-Freudian Revisionism" for 
compelling accounts of the loss of the critical 
edge of Freud's meta-psychology''in the American 
Context. 
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will be returned to in Section Three of this chapter, a 
Discussion of the Application of Systemic Family Therapy 
Theory of 'Multi-Problem' Families. 
Parsons (1967) assigned to the family a key, if 
ambiguous, position in the socializing process. He 
proceeds from the curiously inverted position that 
families follow the interactional rules of generalized 
small groups rather than the much more persuasive 
position that all other human interaction and organization 
is deeply conditioned and prefigured by the highly varied 
but universal human experience of socialization through 
family life. According to Lasch (1977) 
the real significance of the Parsonian theory 
of the family (is) that it upholds the family's 
indispensibility while at the same time providing 
a rationale for the continued invasion of the 
family by experts in the art of social and psychic 
healing (pp. 115, 116). 
and 
The modern family provides indispensable emotional 
services, according to Parsons, yet it performs 
them so badly, on his own account, that its efforts 
have to be supplemented by an army of healers who 
attempt to repair the emotional ravages inflicted, 
in the last analysis, by the family itself. Only 
a short step brings us to the conclusion that 
trained therapists ought to take charge of sociali¬ 
zation in the first place, in order to attack 
sickness at its source (p. 120). 
This is precisely the "small step" that Ludwig 
Geismar and other pragmatic social scientists took in 
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relying on Parson's prescriptive and ideological descrip¬ 
tion of all human relations from dyads to society as 
forming an harmoniously nesting and vertically inte¬ 
grated meta—system in need of only minor and 'mechani¬ 
cal' adjustment to ensure 'progress.' Parsons' social 
description and system theory was admirably situated as a 
'scientific' element in developing an ideology for the 
explosive growth in the human services and in the pro¬ 
fessions that staffed them when in the post war decades 
and particularly in the sixties the New Deal 'innovation' 
of the welfare state was more fully articulated. That 
ideology needed certain constituents. The cyclical 
expansion of relief services resulted, in Piven and 
Cloward's (1971) argument, from the needs of a profit 
driven social system: "as the system performs its two 
main functions: maintaining civil order and enforcing 
work." It is an assumption of this study that human 
services in general and the subset of services that have 
named and specialized in the treatment of the 'multi¬ 
problem' family have evolved and continue to perform 
functions closely analogous to relief services. Relief 
services and their accompanying punitive regulations 
and status destroying rituals are an important carrot 
and stick for the maintenance of class society. The rise 
of the 'social-therapeutic' (Lasch's phrase) professions 
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marks the direct entrance into family life of agents of 
social conformity and control. Whatever the gloss 
provided by a 'neutral' social science, all of the forms 
of social work, counseling and psychotherapy practiced 
in the human services have at their core a vision of 
social health predicated upon an ideology of adjustment 
and reduction of tensions, stress and conflict. The same 
social forces that control the funding control the means 
of social legitimation for human services (Hasenfeld, 
1983) . To counsel the despairing and angrily self¬ 
destructive poor, people discarded by a profit driven 
system for which maintenance of class division is the 
'rule of rules,' is an incredibly difficult task. When 
it is a permitted (funded) activity only within a service 
ideology that denies the class nature of society and 
focuses on individual and family pathology as the 
exclusive causal factors of the suffering it seeks to 
ease, it becomes an impossible (and paradoxical) task. 
The Pragmatic Literature of 'Multi-Problem' Family Treatment 
The following subsection is a discussion of the 
'pragmatic' literature of the 'multi-problem' family. 
Comprizing by far the greater number of published reports 
(as compared with theoretical discussions) the pragmatic 
literature focuses on 'what to do' about the 'multi-problem 
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family rather than attempting to define it. These 
reports of therapeutic experience and recommendations for 
practice are characteristically illustrated with case 
history material and make their theoretical points in 
relation to discussions of treatment 'effectiveness.' 
It seems useful to organize this literature according to 
a taxonomy based on the kinds of service designs 
actually being used in the field to treat 'multi-problem' 
families. 
In the concluding chapter of "Understanding the 
Multi-Problem Family/' Geismar and LaSorte (1964, p. 184) 
organize the treatment responses circa 1963 as follows: 
— the "Intensive Casework Approach" 
— the "Case Conference Approach" 
— the "Multiservice Approach" 
— the "Community Development Approach" 
— "Other" including "volunteer case aide programs, 
homemaker projects, and special information and referral 
services. 
This classification of service approaches to the 
'multi-problem' family was developed by Lagey and Ayres 
(1961 — mimeograph, cited by Geismar & LaSorte, 1964) in 
a "survey of 143 communities of 100,000 and over in the 
U.S. and Canada that had engaged in some kind of effort 
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aimed at dealing with the problems of the 'multi¬ 
problem family'." As of 1961 this survey found the 
following percentage breakdown of treatment responses: 
intensive case — 37.3%, case conference — 20.3%, multi¬ 
service — 16.9%, community development — 13.6%, other 
— 3.4%, "no material received by the time of the report 
publication" — 8.5%. 
This classification is over 20 years old, and there 
has been no such broad statistical survey of service 
design responses to the 'multi-problem' family in recent 
years (see Schlesinger, 1970, for evidence of the size 
of the overall explosion of service responses to the 
'multi-problem' family that took place in the decade of 
the 1960's). Even after two decades, the 'pragmatic' 
literature reviewed for this study; based on a broad 
computer assisted search, fits the Lagey and Ayres 
classification although the bulk of the sources reviewed 
were post 1961. There is one important change. To take 
into account changes in the socio-political context of 
human services in the late 1960's and early 1970's 
the abrupt end of the 'War on Poverty' there will be no 
review of the "Community Development Approach" (see 
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Piven & Cloward, 1971; Harrington, 1976; Hasenfeld, 
19834). 
The literature of the 'multi-problem' family does 
not reflect any continuation of the community develop¬ 
ment approach much beyond its brief and chaotic heyday 
in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. To take its 
place in the pragmatic literature of the 'multi-problem' 
family, and probably, by 1980 as a small but rapidly 
growing percentage of actual service delivery approaches 
in the field, are reports of systemic family therapy 
strategies being applied to this population. This liter¬ 
ature will be separately reviewed as part of Section 
Three of this chapter. 
The Intensive Casework Approach 
The "intensive casework approach" is defined by 
Geismar and LaSorte (1964) as follows: 
4 "over a decade of efforts at a basic change... came 
to nought, and the fundamental operating principles 
of public assistance were little changed even by the 
activities of the War on Poverty period" (Street, 
Martin & Gordon, 1979, quoted by Hasenfeld, 1983, 
p. 218) . What was true of public assistance reform 
also occurred in human services. For example,.in 
the case of Mobilization for Youth -- a pioneering 
agency in serving the poor — a decline in funds for 
community action and development coupled with in¬ 
creased concentration of funds in manpower training 
forced the agency to shift its goals from social 
advocacy to amelioration of 'personal pathology 
(Hasenfeld, 1983, p. 228, citing Helfgot, 1974). 
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[It is a] modification of the more conventional 
techniques. These changes include reaching out to 
the hard-to-reach or resistive by using a direct 
and if necessary assertive approach allied with 
home visiting; focusing on the diagnosis and 
treatment of the whole family rather than indi¬ 
vidual members only; frequently visiting the 
family, possibly because of reduced case load; 
and co-ordinating diverse services by using one 
social worker for the family unit (p. 184) . 
This definition appears to be somewhat more family 
focused and interactional in nature than the literature 
which groups itself under the "intensive case" rubric 
suggests. Geismar and LaSorte's phrase, "focusing on the 
diagnosis and treatment of the whole family rather than 
individual members only" sounds like something that 
Salvador Minuchin (1974) or one of the other systemic 
family therapy writers might use. In actual practice, 
as revealed in case material reported in the literature 
(see below) the shift in perspective from casework with 
a single person to work with whole families involved a 
change in the 'gaze' (Foucault, 1980) of social work and 
other helping professions, but not in radically different 
therapeutic practice. Geismar and LaSorte themselves 
make clear in their discussion of the "intensive case¬ 
work" category that this modality is dominated by psycho¬ 
dynamic theory, which a survey of the literature bears 
out. 
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The extensive use of casework in programs designed 
to help the multi-problem family is in no small 
measure due to the prevalence of psychiatric 
thinking and theory in social work (Geismar & 
LaSorte, 1964, p. 185). 
Selma Fraiberg (1978) is representative of con¬ 
tinuing efforts to conceptualize and treat the 'multi- 
problem' family with intensive casework and from a 
psychodynamic perspective. Fraiberg reports on her 
psychoanalytically based social work: 
with young families whose babies are in trouble 
and are, as families, suffering grave disinte¬ 
grative problems... mainly families in poverty. 
The largest number of them suffer from psycho¬ 
social disease which have been transmitted over 
several generations.... In social work language 
these are the 'multi-problem families,' and the 
'hard to reach families'.... Certainly they have 
rejected the offers of help available in their 
communities. And they do not seek help in mental 
health clinics (p. 87). 
In what amounts to a passionate plea not to abandon 
psychoanalytic practices even in working with this most 
distressed and difficult population (the paper is the 
text of a speech) Fraiberg reports on: 
the application of psychoanalytic theory to the 
treatment of certain cases which have long taxed 
the resources of our social agencies and our courts; 
the multi-problem family in which social disease 
has been transmitted like a curse from one gener¬ 
ation to another. 
To illustrate she presents a case summary of work done 
with: 
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s young family in our community which now repre— 
s^nts the third generation pursuing an odyssey 
through courts, clinics and placement agencies. 
By the time we meet the youngest generation, Annie 
is a 16 year old girl, married to Earl, a 19 year 
old boy, and they have a four month old baby who 
is reported as neglected and in danger of abuse. 
The cycle has renewed itself... and they are living 
in great poverty. Annie has been labeled 'a 
rejecting mother' and objectively this is so. 
But the label is not a diagnosis. It is a mailing 
address. Once the social agencies have placed the 
label on the mother, the destination is virtually 
certain. The family is routed to a network of 
social agencies, sometimes to four or five at once. 
If the rejecting mother does not become the un¬ 
rejecting mother, the next address will be the 
court. After the court there may be a new address 
for the baby and a new address for the mother. 
In this way, three generations of Annie's 
family, well known in our community, had been 
stamped and delivered to various ports in our 
community network. And the women in this family 
have continued to neglect their children, to 
abandon their children, to brutalize their children, 
and to form transient liasons with alcoholic and 
abusive men (pp. 95-96). 
As clinically solid and as clearly caring as Frai- 
berg's work seems to be, from the perspective of this 
study it needs to be critiqued on three levels. First, 
as in nearly all of the other 'how to work with' 'multi¬ 
problem' family reports, it ignores the inter-systemic 
relational field of these labeled families. More speci¬ 
fically, Fraiberg uses a postal metaphor to describe how 
these families are treated by human service agencies, 
and then moves directly into the internal dynamics and 
psychohistory of family members for diagnosis and 
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treatment. Critical as she is of a helping system that 
three generations has treated a family as a package 
routed through a coercive sorting system leading toward 
the court mandated breakup of the family, it does not 
seem to occur to her that a family that has evolved such 
a routine clientization over generations may in fact 
have co-evolved that lifestyle at least partly in 
response to powerful messages from the network of helping 
systems themselves. 
Secondly, Fraiberg's psychodynamic approach with 
its focus on the working through of a transference rela¬ 
tionship with the helping professional, does not make it 
at all clear that successful application of her methods 
will result in the relative autonomy of family functioning 
that characterizes families not labeled and in prolonged 
treatment. In making the case for what Geismar would 
call "intensive casework" rather than a multi-agency 
approach of the treatment of 'multi-problem' families, 
Fraiberg is properly scornful of the 'postal' system by 
which these clients are so often 'processed' but never 
treated. A single 'ego syntonic' dependency on a caring 
professional may be preferable to unhappy multi¬ 
dependencies; it is still not the full family functioning 
that professionals claim as a right for their own families 
and non clientized working class families struggle to 
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defend. In fact, the intensive (psychodynamic) approach 
for which Fraiberg is a most articulate defender, reveals 
precisely the contradiction revealed previously in 
Geismar's analysis: that "successful" work with 'multi¬ 
problem' families does not, in general lead to an end to 
familial dependence on human services but to a change in 
that dependence from recalcitrant and resistant to 
'cooperative' and 'harmonious.' 
Finally, the 'fit' of psychoanalytic practice to 
work with 'multi-problem' families can be questioned as 
it can be questioned for all family work. In the project 
that Fraiberg reports on, the unit of treatment seems to 
have been exclusively the young mothers at risk of losing 
their children. Although the case reported included a 
husband, "Earl, a 19 year old boy," work still seems to 
have been done exclusively with wife/mother Annie. This 
is understandable, given the emphasis placed on the one 
to one transference relationship of client and helper. 
The "intensive casework" approach then formally 
extends recognition to the family unit and to family 
dynamics.' It intensifies casework by outreach visits 
to families in their homes and by taking responsibility 
for helping clients who do not want to be helped but have 
in some way made themselves outlaw. As the most tradi¬ 
tional approach it generally partakes of the advantages 
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and the disadvantages of the psychodynamic approach to 
diagnosis and treatment. Attention is paid to the dread¬ 
ful environmental conditions of client families, but the 
heart of treatment is almost invariably intensive long¬ 
term therapy with a single family member — usually the 
mother or a female child — that seeks to strengthen 
inadequate ego functioning which is conceptualized as 
the product of unhealthy early childhood experiences. 
When current family functioning and the impact of larger 
systems on families is taken into account, which is 
usually in the descriptive and rarely in the treatment 
sections of case reports, the family is presented as 
either the passive victim of circumstances which cause 
family "disorganization" which in turn is responsible 
for the poor child nurturing practices which produce 
twisted characters, or alternatively, and more typically, 
the character disorders and personality defects are seen 
to be somehow inherent in certain families, and poverty 
and other dreadful circumstances seen as contributing 
secondarily and coincidentally. On the plus side, 
advocates of the intensive casework approach insist on 
the need for individual clients and families to have one 
key worker to whom they can relate and through whom 
access to appropriate services ought to be arranged. 
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Given the importance of transference in their thera¬ 
peutic ideology they cannot do otherwise, and many 
families have benefited from enduring if dependent re¬ 
lationships with dedicated intensive caseworkers in 
negotiating the coercive bureaucratic structures and 
strictures of the human service environment. (When the 
casework is intense enough, the question can fairly be 
asked, who has joined who? As the research of this study 
bears out, some families succeed in "adopting" their 
worker as an important and integral member of the family.) 
The Case Conference Approach. 
The Case Conference Approach is defined by Geismar 
and LaSorte (1964, pp. 191-193) as follows (from Lagey 
and Ayres, 1961) : 
A presentation of material about a case from various 
members of a formally assembled group, formulation 
of a group diagnosis and treatment plan, and assign¬ 
ment of responsibility for treatment (or parts of 
a treatment plan) to an agency or agencies. It 
may include a follow-up of cases through periodic 
review, and assessment of results (Geismar & 
LaSorte, 1964, p. 192). 
It is interesting that the Case Conference Approach 
to 'Multi-Problem' families which the Lagey and Ayres 
survey found to be the second most used modality in the 
early sixties, does not appear in its 'pure' form in any 
recent literature. Geismar and LaSorte (1964) hint at 
some of the reasons this may be true: 
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The case conference, in short, is chiefly an 
educational device which can help agencies to 
become more knowledgeable in diagnosis and 
community resources. As a device for serving 
the multi—problem family, the case conference 
approach is inefficient, unwieldly, and too 
limited in its objective to be recommended 
(Geismar & LaSorte, 1964, p. 191-193). 
Writing in 1964 Geismar and LaSorte were also, 
understandably, not fully able to predict the organi¬ 
zational problems when human service agencies, competing 
for scarce resources and limited social legitimation, 
and sometimes for clients, attempt to coordinate services 
for clients. These lengthy 'system boundary marking 
rituals' often produce no tangible result. There is an 
abundant literature in the human service and organiza¬ 
tional development journals about problems of inter¬ 
agency case coordination. Hasenfeld (1983) discusses the 
formal problems of case coordination between agencies 
from a well developed organizational systems perspective: 
Since prestige and reputation are major ingredients 
for enhancing a competitive position, they too are 
likely to become important considerations in the 
development of an organization's service delivery 
system. For example, the organization may attempt 
to select only clients who can be successfully 
serviced or avoid serving clients from low socio¬ 
economic groups (p. 72). 
An interesting article that confronts issu^ raised 
by attempts to coordinate services for 'multi-problem' 
families is: "A Child Guidance Clinic Approach to the 
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Multiproblem Family" by Enzer and Stackhouse (1968). 
Like the rest of the pragmatic literature on 'multi- 
problem' families, the authors assume a definition: 
The extent of psychiatric and social pathology, 
the urgency of the many economic, health, and 
educational problems, and the apparent unwilling¬ 
ness or inability of families to make adequate 
use of services have led to feelings of frus¬ 
tration and failure (by child guidance clinics 
and other agencies, p. 527). 
Much of the pragmatic literature on the 'multi-problem' 
family attempts to deal with these feelings of frustra¬ 
tion and failure experienced by service providers by 
blaming existing service designs and/or prescribing 
'new' service configurations. Enzer and Stackhouse are 
refreshingly modest and call for "an approach which is 
in itself not new, but has nevertheless proven to be of 
value" (p. 527-528). 
Consistent with their claim, Enzer and Stackhouse 
go on to describe a fairly typical single agency approach 
to the 'multi-problem' family. The justification for 
the agency, in this case a child guidance clinic, for a 
strictly limited but strategically indispensible parcel 
of the treatment domain is layed out. Their choice of 
mission, diagnosis, can perhaps be best understood within 
the "political economy" model of Hasenfeld (1983), as an 
organizational choice selected to maximize their power 
dependence" relations with the field of competing/ 
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cooperating agencies serving the 'multi-problem' family. 
However conscious they are of this aspect of their 
chosen strategy, they have some illustrative and provo- 
things to say about the difficulties that inhere 
when independent agencies attempt to cooperate on 
difficult, 'multi-problem' cases: 
By definition the multiproblem family is beyond 
the scope of any but the most unique, almost 
nonexistent, multidisciplined agency. Unilateral 
approaches to such a family not only may fail to 
provide any positive change but fail to prevent 
deterioration. A multilateral, multidisciplined 
approach is required... [but] there has been so 
much of a struggle over "territorial rights" that 
each agency has not utilized its full potential 
but has pulled back within its own shell when 
problems complicate the usual routine, making 
collaborative efforts difficult or impossible 
(p. 528). 
After arguing that no single agency can be expected 
to take on the treatment of 'multi-problem' families 
alone, the authors lay out the claim of the child guid¬ 
ance clinic to the role of diagnostic consultant to the 
agencies attempting to coordinate services: "It seemed 
particularly important for the clinic to be the axis 
around which comprehensive planning and action would 
occur." (p. 530). Hidden in the language of cooperation 
and "group process" is the move toward hegemonic control 
of the new service domain opened up by the 'multi¬ 
problem' appellation: 
One person or agency... must assume responsi¬ 
bility for coordination of planning. Interagency 
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discussions help meet these demands, facilitate 
collaborative planning, provide an opportunity 
for sharing information and a means of avoiding 
wasteful duplications. The clinic serves as a 
pivot for these discussions and acts as the 
organizor. Often, though not always, a member 
of the clinic staff serves as moderator, but it 
must be made clear that this is essentially an 
administrative function and cannot be construed 
as the clinic's desire or willingness to dominate. 
An honest assessment of the clinic's limitations 
and the significance of the contributions of each 
agency aids mutual understanding and respect 
(p. 534, emphasis added). 
What should be clear from the review of this article 
is that 'case coordination' in the treatment of 'multi¬ 
problem' families represents a phase during which par¬ 
ticular kinds of agencies and professional approaches 
compete for control of the "task environment" (Hasenfeld, 
1983) . Particularly to be desired is the "coordinator" 
role — the facilitator of the case coordination meetings. 
Expert "diagnostic" prescriptions of what other agencies 
should do is a powerful move to a meta position within 
the network of coordinating agencies. To avoid actually 
getting stuck with case responsibility for these difficult 
and never ending cases, which tend to drag their human 
servicers down with them into spirals of frustration, 
anger and low self esteem, it is urgent to limit your 
agency's contact with these families as much as possible. 
Diagnostic interviews are good for this purpose. 
The claims to expertise that allow for this special, 
limited role with the actual families and the 'facilitator 
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of coordination role with the network of agencies has 
been claimed by many others besides the traditional 
child guidance clinic over the years. (See Argles and 
Mackenzie, 1970, for an argument that it is the crisis 
intervention service that is best situated to exploit 
the high 'coordinating' ground of the new 'multi¬ 
problem' family terrain.) 
A sympathetic and understanding attitude towards 
the more directly burdened agencies is a great asset in 
maintaining a one-up position (as it is in psycho¬ 
therapy) : 
One of the most troublesome facts of our society 
is that in a sense we attempt to fight fire with 
fire, poverty with poverty. We attempt to provide 
aid to multiproblem families through agencies which 
themselves have multiple problems. Many agencies 
are plagued by insufficient funds and are not 
infrequently confronted with real economic crises. 
Their physical facilities are often inadequate, old, 
and ill-kept. Their working space is crowded, 
uncomfortable, and unpleasant. Their personnel, 
though dedicated, may be insufficiently prepared 
and lacking in the professional skills required, 
and they may change rapidly.... though other agencies 
within a community may have very useful services, 
facilities, and resources, they are often handi¬ 
capped by insufficient understanding of the nature 
of the problems and by lack of therapeutic skills. 
(Enzer & Stackhouse, 1968, pp. 536, 573). 
The high ground of consultation and facilitation can 
also be attained and defended by a status rich service 
ideology. Psycho-dynamic discourse retains much of its 
status conferring power because of its long and intimate 
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association with dominant medical hierarchies. It remains 
to be seen whether the new epistemology of systemic family 
therapy will be able to capture equivalent status. 
The case coordination" approach attempts to impose 
some order on the typical chaos and incoherence of 
separately mandated, independent and competing agencies 
providing sometimes overlapping and redundant services 
while leaving huge gaps in service between their service 
mandates. 'Case coordination' prescribes voluntary 
cooperation and coordination for 'multi-problem' families 
(some of whom have effective "intensive" casework advo¬ 
cates, most without). For all the "systemic" verbiage 
expended on case-coordination as a solution to inter- 
systemic dilemmas, it is a prescription that is unwork¬ 
able because it ignores the systemic realities of human 
service agencies. Like the families they seek to service 
(and blame as "resistant"), human service agencies are 
vulnerable to external influences and to the 
potential loss of autonomy.... Yet, despite their 
openness to environmental influences -- and perhaps 
because of it — human service organizations 
typically resist establishing effective links and 
coordination with other agencies.... This is 
often expressed by a fierce defense of organiza¬ 
tional domain, by an indifference to cooperating, 
and by symbolic rather than substantive coordina¬ 
tion (Hasenfeld, 1983, p. 50). 
Terry Jones (1975) outlines some of the difficulties 
of achieving voluntary case coordination by emphasizing 
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what he calls the institutional conservatism" of the 
coordinative approach. With each agency autonomous and 
able to effectively veto any decision at any time: 
innovative programs and major changes in systems are 
likely to threaten the consensus" (p. 377). The typical 
results of voluntary case coordination efforts is the 
routine bureaucratic chaos justifying Selma Fraiberg's 
scorn about a social service system that continues to 
"stamp and deliver" clients to different agency addresses, 
sometimes for generations, without real change occuring. 
The "Multi-Service Approach". 
It should be understood that while an enduring 
stalemate may sometimes occur when two or more powerful 
service providers in a given cachement area have to settle 
for a cooperative "networking" case coordination approach 
to 'multi-problem' family treatment, in many placed the 
next phase, the "Multi-Service Approach" or mega-agency 
monopoly approach has been attained. 
The "Multi-Service Approach" can be defined as the 
administrative institutionalization of service coordina¬ 
tion . 
A separate organization is established for purposes 
of service coordination.... a co-ordinated or 
integrated treatment plan, using various combinations 
of casework, group work, and community organization, 
forms the core of the multi-service approach (Geismar 
& LaSorte, 1964, p. 194). 
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A 1979 article by Barry Walsh and Paul Rosen, "A 
Network of Services for Severely Disturbed Adolescents" 
can be used as an illustrative example of the multi¬ 
service mega-agency approach. They report on "A central¬ 
ized network of facilities offering a comprehensive 
package of treatment modalities... (which) avoids the 
difficulties involved in the coordination of scattered 
services" (p. 115). Their "Adolescent Complex" in 
Worcester, Mass, offers "a comprehensive package of 
treatment modalities provided within a single treatment 
network.... Integration of services allows the network 
to make maximum impact" (p. 115-118). 
Claims of increased effectiveness and efficiency for 
the multi-service model must be critically examined in 
light of certain realities. First, the claims to a more 
comprehensive continuum of services does not register the 
fact that the network described serves only a fraction 
of 'multi-problem' families — those characterized by 
"severely disturbed adolescents," who remain the focus 
of treatment whatever the lip service paid to family 
therapy. Similarly, the description of a comprehensive 
range of services and modalities fails to obscure a 
committment to a single treatment ideology — behaviorism. 
"The clinical services provided by the "Adolescent Day 
Program" described as "the core program of the Adolescent 
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Treatment Complex" are both individual and family. 
However: "The theoretical approach is at the discretion 
of the therapist'' (but) "...attempts to use psycho¬ 
dynamic or systems therapy with families have proved 
less effective than the social learning approach" (p. 
—il9) • The final reservation about the integrated 
multi-service approach presented is the same as for 
intensive casework and case coordination, claimed 
effectiveness does not lead to substantial reduction in 
familial clientization. Contingency management with 
families as well as with their institutionalized 
adolescents strongly implies familial clientization: 
In addition to the daily contract with the adolescent, 
another contract may be between the client and the 
family via family therapy... the family contract 
assists the parents in learning reasonable limit¬ 
setting, since they are held equally responsible 
for maintaining the contract's stipulations (p. 
119, emphasis added). 
What rewards and punishments are available to get the 
families into line? — The problem adolescent's visits 
home and the agency's power to permit and prevent reinte¬ 
gration into the family. The paradox here is that the 
client's problematic relations with his/her family is 
typically a major part of the presenting problem. 
In the case history of this service delivery plan 
in action, an 18 year old arsonist, fourth of ten children 
"with lifelong eneuresis, dealt with punitively by his 
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father, involved the following treatment plan, 
"Family therapy to teach conflict resolution skills in 
order to reintegrate B. into the family on weekends." 
However, after 18 months, "Family therapy was discontinued 
because the parents were unable to alter their punitive 
relationship with B." (p. 120-121). "The parents' 
punitive relating seems different from the punishment/ 
reward behavior management treatment of the program 
chiefly in the scope of punishments and rewards possible 
and provided. (Imprisonment and other restrictions on 
physical liberty are more powerful as well as more 
"humane" sanctions than the beatings provided by a 
punitive parent.) "It was decided, with P.'s agreement 
(sic), that eventual discharge would be to a community 
residence, rather than the family home." After 36 months 
of residential treatment, which is long enough for an 
acting out adolescent to outgrow almost any set of 
behaviors, and does not include prior jail time that B. 
served, "B. now lives independently." The family is 
not spoken of again, but there is no indication that 
either their internal problems or their patterns of 
relating to outside helpers was changed. 
If intensive casework fails to meet the needs of the 
'multi-problem' family as a whole, particularly in regards 
to their chaotic relations with several agencies 
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simultaneously; if voluntary inter-agency cooperation 
runs aground on "a fierce defense of organizational 
domain, ...an indifference to cooperating, and. 
symbolic rather than substantive coordination" (Hasen- 
feld, 1983) or when fragily voluntary federative efforts 
at coordination are occasionally achieved it is impossible 
to insist on any member agency doing anything new or 
different, then the hopes of discouraged care givers, 
human service empire builders and frustrated cost 
conscious funding bureaucrats turn to the mandated multi¬ 
service approach. Wherever there emerges from the 
endless inter-agency competition an organization strong 
enough, the unitary administered multi-service approach 
to the 'multi-problem' family will be attempted. Even 
for the problem for which it is the solution, the dupli¬ 
cation of services and waste of resources, there are 
serious drawbacks to the administratively mandated 
service coordination. 
Gilbert (quoted by Jones, 1975) emphasizes that 
moving multiple programs under one umbrella may merely 
lead to an internalization of what had been inter- 
systemic stresses. Additionally, he notes that the 
implied rationalization of the mega-agency approach may 
be no more than implied in practice. An agency powerful 
enough to coordinate services to 'multi-problem 
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families is powerful enough to erect an 
impervious barrier to the local service network 
for those persons and groups of persons that, 
inadvertently or by design, do not fit the 
administrative criteria of eligibility for 
service (Jones, 1975, quoting Gilbert, 1972, 
p. 377) . 
Hasenfeld is also quite explicit in making clear 
that while human service organizations will move to an 
authoritative strategy" when they are able to do so, 
it is not a strategy without costs: 
Governmental agencies, controlling both the money 
and authority for various social service programs, 
frequently use such a strategy in relation to 
local units.... from 1936 to 1967 the Bureau of 
Family Services used its authority very effec¬ 
tively to regulate all the service activities of 
state departments of welfare by specifying what 
social work services each department was allowed 
to provide its clients.... authority can have 
deleterious effects on client services.... 
authority may be used to thwart innovations in 
the delivery of social services. Many new 
delinquency prevention programs have been termi¬ 
nated because their innovations have been perceived 
as threats by law enforcement agencies, state 
juvenile corrections agencies, and other control 
agencies (Hasenfeld, 1983, p. 70-71). 
Most of the literature on treating 'multi-problem' 
families remains unaware of the systemic difficulties 
in coordinating services. Another appropriate synonym 
for the 'multi-service' approach besides "mega-agency" 
is the "kitchen sink" approach. 'Multi-problem' families 
have so frustrated some helping professionals that 
prescriptions for service design changes take on the tone 
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of an all out infantry assault: 
It has been more than twenty years since the 
Report of the Family Centered Project of St. Paul, 
Minnesota. It reported that 6 percent of the 
city families accounted for 77 percent of its 
public assistance, 51 percent of its health services, 
and 56 percent of its adjustment services in 
mental health, corrections, and casework. The 
striking fact was that many of these families were 
known to a range of agencies during chronic 
periods of crisis, but coordination in agency 
services and resources was not sufficiently inte¬ 
grated to insure improvement in the family system's 
equilibrium. Today, families are still divided 
among agencies without sufficient attention to 
the transactional processes with the family, the 
agencies, and the social environment that could 
be coordinated for change (Orcutt, 1977, p. 97). 
By changing "twenty years" to thirty, this paragraph 
could stand as a brief for this study. But what pre¬ 
scription does Professor Orcutt offer? "Intervention 
must be massive to unleash family adaptive forces for 
change." He urges a veritable human service assault on 
'multi-problem' families focusing simultaneously on 
individuals, families, families or origin and the human 
service network itself. Such an assault requires 
"accountability for service located with a central 
agency to provide an open door in the event of future 
insurmountable stress" (emphasis added). 
Orcutt's prescription totally ignores the difficul¬ 
ties in coordinating services. In addition, it (fortu¬ 
nately) is totally unrealistic about the "massiveness" 
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of available resources (what would be left over for 
non-'multi-problem' labeled famileis and individuals if 
his suggestions were put into effect?). More fundamen¬ 
tally, his call for massively more, and much better 
integrated services to 'multi-problem' families is 
paradigmatic of the "more of the same wrong solution" 
(Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 1974) attitude that 
thirty years of frustration have engendered. 
Summary 
It is the view of this study that there is no 
imaginable mega-system of integrated human services, 
however organized and well funded, that will signifi¬ 
cantly abate the problems of treating the 'multi-problem' 
family as it has been historically conceptualized. By 
consensual definition, 'multi-problem' families are users 
and abusers (in the sense of being resistant) of human 
services. When client status is circularly defined by 
use of service, more services will mean more, and more 
clientized, client families. Given a social system based 
on class which requires an underclass below the status 
of the working poor to enforce class discipline, the 
familial lifestyle choice of semi-permanent clienthood 
is reasonable for families for whom other options are 
closed. 
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Whether described as "acting out" and "socially 
maladapted" or as "disorganized" helpless/hopeless 
victims of their familial heritage and socioeconomic 
status, 'multi-problem' families have been blamed for 
their social inadequacy. One result of this 'one way' 
vision has been to grossly underestimate and misunder¬ 
stand the powerful adaptive capacities of families. 
Seen as fundamental human systems seeking coherent (Dell, 
1982) and generative (Kaplan, Bloomfield & Nielsen, 1982) 
relations with their environment, the puzzle of multiple- 
agency enmeshed families becomes susceptible to research 
on the communications pathways and strategies involved. 
From this perspective it becomes possible to hypothesize 
that some families co-evolve a lifestyle of engagement 
with the human service agencies with which they are 
involved in order to meet familial needs. 
Interestingly, Geismar and his associates, who did 
so much to build the paradigmatic view of 'multi-problem' 
families as equivalent to multi-agency engaged families, 
themselves provide hints of an alternative inter-systemic 
interactional view. For example, in "understanding the 
Multi-Problem Family" they state: 
Having come to the attention of the community 
does not mean that the family has come to request 
the much needed service. For our purposes, coming 
to the attention of the community is taken to mean 
that the family has become a special and well-known 
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case to agencies. The family is identified because 
of the trouble it has given to agencies. This has 
taken manifold forms, such as repeated requests 
service without follow-through in the face of 
great need, an aggressively demanding attitude 
little readiness to review the family situation 
with the agency, or extreme apathy toward any 
service or course of action suggested by the agency 
to solve or ameliorate serious family problems. 
Thus, we find that in addition to the existence 
of multiple problems, the family's perception and 
handling of these problems are crucial to the 
concept of the multi-problem family (Geismar & 
LaSorte, 1964, p. 34-35, emphasis added to mark 
the hint of an interactional communications based 
view, that it is the way a family handles its 
interactions with helping agencies that makes it 
* multi-problem,' rather than its problems.) 
In the conclusionary pages of this (1964) study, 
Geismar and LaSorte come so close to an interactional 
understanding of the 'multi-problem' family that, with 
the benefit of nearly twenty years of family therapy 
theory, one wonders how they could have missed the inter¬ 
actional implications of their statements: 
The functioning of families and that of social 
agencies, we believe, are reciprocally related.... 
Problematic family functioning and inadequate 
agency functioning may be viewed as two sides of 
the same coin (p. 201). 
Although the multi-problem family is charac¬ 
teristically crisis oriented — that is, it asks 
for help only when there is a severe threat to 
the well being of family members — it should also 
be remembered that many social welfare systems 
are responsive only to the crisis approach (p. 
200) . [The characteristics of multi-problem 
families] ...lends support to the thesis of Harriet 
Wilson, which states that multi-problem families 
should be viewed not as a manifestation of a 
specific subculture, but as an index of the 
91 
breakdown of a culture.... Their most common 
denominator, m terms of our level of analysis, 
is noncomformity or inability to act according'to 
social expectation. Establishing a treatment 
relationship (with multi-problem families) is a 
slow process, extending over weeks and sometimes 
months. The modal period of service is between 
24 and 30 months. Once accepted, however, few 
cases can manage without welfare services there¬ 
after, and service on an attenuated basis needs 
to be continued by some agency or agencies (pp. 
200, 182, 187, emphasis added). 
Casework services are helpful in changing the 
client's disposition of estrangement, apathy, 
resentment, and often hostility toward the world 
around him, to one of greater dependence upon 
social agencies (p. 190, emphasis added). 
And yet, despite statements like the above that 
seem to call for an examination of the part played by 
the system of helping professionals in first labeling and 
then perpetuating the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon, 
the 'multi-problem' family construct has remained an 
interactional enigma. 
The understandable frustration of human service 
helpers faced with 'multi-problem' families assumes a 
different coloration when looked at from the perspective 
that family recalcitrance is a social mutation crucial 
to the maintenance of the human service/client-family 
ecology. On the human service side, the stubborn persis¬ 
tence of 'multi-problem' families continues to provide 
an argument for more, and more integrated human services. 
Having a catalytic utility for agency bureaucracies 
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engaged in boundary management negotiations and struggles 
for administrative and ideological hegemony, 'multi- 
problem' families may be as crucial to the ongoing 
internal and intersystemic functioning of human services. 
Such families are useful as justificatory emblems for 
i_he human service domain as a whole in relation to the 
class based society that so grudgingly supports a 
(partial) welfare state. In short, if human services 
are homeostatic for society at large, 'multi-problem' 
families in their helping agency context graphically 
recapitulate that systemic meta-stability on the family/ 
next-larger-system level. In the next chapter, systemic 
family therapy theory will be explored as an appropriate 
lens through which to view 'multi-problem' family/human 
service agency interactions. 
Section 3 
Systemic Family Therapy 
Introduction 
The task of the theorist is to find the minimal 
number of congruent pieces from the total bank of 
human knowledge that fit together to tell a simple 
story about the nature of man, or whatever other 
phenomenon he attempts to describe. The theorist 
needs a formula or blueprint as a guide in selecting 
the pieces. Without it he is vulnerable to the 
use of attractive but discrepant pieces of know¬ 
ledge that can defeat his long-range goal (Murray 
Bowen, 1978, p. XII). 
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The map is not the territory (Gregory Bateson, 
1972, p. 449, quoting Korzybski). 
This section focuses on the communications 'heart' 
of systemic family therapy theory and does not attempt a 
detailed review of what has become a richly articulated 
theoretical field. Systemic Family Therapy Theory is 
defined for the purposes of this study as that body of 
family related theory primarily derived and extrapolated 
from the synthetic and original research and theory 
building of Gregory Bateson (1972, 1979). This section 
applies systemic family therapy theory to the 'multi¬ 
problem' family phenomenon. 
It is organized into four subsections. First is a 
brief definitional and historical part delimiting the 
literature domain reviewed. The second part is a 
reexamination of some of the fundamental constructs of 
systemic family therapy theory in relation to problems 
posed by the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon. Con¬ 
sidered are: 'wholeness' and 'boundaries,' 'hierarchy,' 
'family life cycle' and 'paradox.' The third part con¬ 
siders some of the theoretical and pragmatic efforts of 
systemic family therapists to grapple with the 'multi¬ 
problem' family phenomenon in light of the discussion of 
Part One. 
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Finally, the application of two new constructs, 
'generativity' and 'steering capacity'is considered and 
the need for the perspective of Coordinated Management 
of Meaning theory is discussed as a prologue to Section 
Four of this chapter. 
Historical Sketch and Domain Definition 
Batesonian derived systemic family therapy is, in 
general terms, an evolutionary synthesis of the general 
systems ideas of Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1966), the cyber¬ 
netic communications theories of Weiner (1967) and Ashby 
(1956) , the biologically inspired anthropology of Bateson 
and the poly-logical clinical wizardry of Milton Erikson 
(1967) . Like behaviorism, with which it is sometimes 
superficially compared, systemic family therapy theory 
does not owe its roots or development to psychiatric 
(medical) theories, although several of its notable 
pioneers have been psychiatrists (Don Jackson, Salvador 
Minuchin, Mara Selvini-Palazzoli). As theory, it claims 
for itself the status of a fundamental paradigm shift in 
thinking about human behavior in Kuhn's (1970) sense 
(Hoffman, 1981). Certainly the shift in emphasis from 
Freudian intra-psychic psychodynamic theory to systemic 
familial interactional explanations has been marked by 
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the kinds of controversies and chasms of misunderstanding 
that have marked paradigm shifts in the past. 
This section discusses the major constructs of 
systemic family therapy as they bear on the problem of 
examining the 'multi—problem' phenomena. Rather than 
tracing the development of family therapy theory histori¬ 
cally, the contributions of this 'new epistemology' are 
in large measure assumed and only the major theoretical 
ramifications of extending it to the inter-systemic domain 
of families in their larger system/human service context 
are discussed in detail. (For detailed histories of the 
development of systemic family therapy theory and practice, 
see Roberts, 1979a and Hoffman, 1981.) 
The authors considered in this section have written 
under a variety of theoretical rubrics: 'systemic,' 
'strategic,' 'paradoxical,' 'structural,' 'dialectical,' 
etc. It is not the purpose of this review to sort out 
the controversies over "new epistemologies," "new paradigm 
shifts," or "second cybernetics," among writers who share 
a basic approach to family theory. This effort was avoided 
partly because it would have only tangential relevance to 
this study and partly because as interesting as such an 
effort would be, it would have been outdated by the time 
this research was completed. Systemic family therapy 
theory seems to have entered a new phase of active theory 
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building — the interested reader is directed to the March 
82 issue of Family Process and to the various reactions 
to its contents in that and other publications. 
The origins of Systemic Family Therapy theory can 
be traced to a variety of sources. Gregory Bateson 
himself credits the Macy Conferences of the mid and late 
forties with his earliest excitement about the potenti¬ 
alities of cybernetics to inform social science (Bateson, 
1979) . Other participants of these conferences and the 
less formal but intense discussions that orbited around 
them included: Margaret Mead, John von Neuman, Norbert 
Weiner, Milton Erickson, Kurt Lewin and Ross Ashby. 
These conferences continued into the early fifties, and 
were fertile for many fields, but it was not until 
several years into Bateson's Human Communications Project 
at Palo Alto that an extraordinary synthesis of influ¬ 
ences from a wide variety of fields occurred and the 
beginning of a real paradigm shift in human behavioral 
science began to be revealed. 
By 1955 the Bateson group was examining schizo¬ 
phrenic communication. In Jay Haley's (1971) words: 
In my own case, two sets of circumstances occurred 
at the same time. I was a member of Gregory Bate¬ 
son's project on communication, and we were doing 
research on schizophrenia. We had brought a 
schizophrenic patient together with his parents 
to try to find out why the patient could not be 
with them on visiting day for more than a few 
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minutes without collapsing in an anxiety state. 
It was an information-gathering session, not a 
family treatment interview. Yet what we observed 
so changed our views about treating schizophrenics 
that by the beginning of the next year we had 
started a systematic program of treating families 
of schizophrenics. Simultaneously, I was doing 
therapy in private practice, and it became 
impossible for me not to notice that rapid change 
of a severe symptom in a patient produced insta¬ 
bility in a marriage and family. Looking back 
on that period now, everyone was groping not only 
toward the idea that the family had something to 
do with pathology in a patient but also toward 
the idea that one could attempt to change the 
family (Haley, 1971, p. 3). 
In sociology (Talcott Parsons), in Economics (Kenneth 
Boulding), and in organizational theory (March & Simons), 
social scientists were by then beginning to be impacted 
by the systems perspective. But, "While a science of 
human behavior was being conceptualized in social terms 
under the influence of Systems Theory, the people who were 
trying to change people were determinedly disregarding the 
social environment" (Haley, 1971, p. 2). 
The members comprising the original Bateson Project 
were by (his) design of diverse theoretical backgrounds. 
Haley, for example, had a background in communication 
research. Their common denominator seems to have been 
a kind of disciplined rebelliousness — at least in 
regard to the fields from which they came. Perhaps Bateson 
was trying to make good on the interdisciplinary promise 
of the original Macy conferences (his project was also 
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funded in part by the Macv foundation). 
This interactional, communication-based school 
forming around Gregory Bateson and his original research 
team at the Veterans Administration Hospital in Menlo 
Park (most notably Don Jackson, Jay Haley, William Fry, 
and John Weakland) — coauthored with Bateson "Towards 
a Theory of Schizophrenia" in 1956, the seminal paper 
of the period. It first layed out the influential 
double bind theory of communication as the origin of 
schizophrenia. In the late fifties, members of the 
Bateson project began visiting and learning hypnotherapy 
and other techniques of directive therapy from the master, 
Milton H. Erickson (Haley, 1976, p. 79). 
Systemic Family Therapy Theory was carried forward 
by the Mental Research Institute in Palo Alto. Paul 
Watzlawick, Don Jackson, John Weakland, Richard Fisch 
and Carlos Sluzki are perhaps the most published of the 
Mental Research Institute Group, along with the original 
Bateson group, all of whom except Bateson were with M.R.I. 
for some years. Jay Haley has been an influential and 
independent 'apostle' of Batesonian derived family 
therapy. Through Bateson, his ex-colleagues and their 
new collaborators at M.R.I., the powerful currents of the 
cybernetic and General Systems perspectives were brought 
to bear on problems of dysfunctional human behavior. 
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Norbert Weiner, Ludwig von Bertalanffy, and W. Ross 
Ashby seem to be the general systems thinkers most quoted 
bY the Bateson Group and M.R.I. writers. Primarily 
through the remarkable career of Jay Haley, the insights 
of the Bateson Project and M.R.I. were conjoined with 
the pragmatic family therapy investigations of Salvador 
Minuchin and his colleagues in Philadelphia to produce 
'Structural Family Therapy' (Minuchin, 1974). Later, 
Haley and his wife, Chloe Madanes developed 'Strategic 
Family Therapy' (Haley, 1981; Madanes, 1980). 
Another major set of contributors to the development 
of systemic family therapy theory were Mara Selvini- 
Palazzoli and her colleagues of the Milan Group, who 
were most directly influenced by Paul Watzlawick of 
M.R.I. and early writings of Haley and Bateson (Selvini- 
Palazzoli, 1974; Selvini-Palazzoli, et al., 1978; 
Roberts, 1979a). For the purposes of this study, notwith¬ 
standing their significant differences, the therapies and 
theories developad by the original Bateson project, M.R.I., 
the structural therapy of Minuchin and his colleagues, 
Haley's strategic work and the 'paradoxical therapy' of 
the Milan Group are all considered to be subsumed under 
the mantle of a still evolving Systemic Family Therapy. 
The major concepts of Systemic Family Therapy devel¬ 
oped during the first decade of theoretical synthesis, 
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1956-1966, under the auspices of both the original 
Bateson Group and the Mental Research Institute that 
emerged out of it are perhaps best summarized by Watzla- 
wick, Beavin and Jackson in their 1967 book Pragmatics 
of Human Communication: 
Human interaction is described as a communication 
system, characterized by the properties of general 
systems: time as a variable, system-subsystem 
relations, wholeness, feedback, and equifinality. 
Ongoing interactional systems are seen as the 
natural focus for study of the long-term prag¬ 
matic impact of communicational phenomena. 
Limitation in general and the development of family 
rules in particular lead to a definition and 
illustration of the family as a rule-governed 
system (p. 148). 
While Systemic Family Therapy Theory owes its 
concepts to antecedent general systems and cybernetic 
theory, the synthesis and application to human interaction 
is original and has proven very influential in the develop¬ 
ment of new methodologies of research and family therapy. 
(See Hoffman, 1981 and Roberts, 1979a, for excellent 
historical discussions.) 
One early breakthrough in systemic family therapy 
theory building occurred when psychiatrist Don Jackson 
joined the Bateson group and contributed the construct 
homeostasis which he had developed in work with couples 
(Jackson, 1968) . Homeostasis has come to be defined as 
that set of redundant behaviors or patterns of pragmatic 
communication that operate in cybernetic terms as 
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'error-correcting negative feedback loops' to maintain 
systemic identity and survival in families. Since the 
fundamental rule for-living systems, even pathologically 
rigid families, is change, the construct morphorgenesis 
was introduced (Hoffman, 1981) to summarize the capacity 
to evolve, to change more fundamentally than merely 
homeostatic adaptation ("second order change," in 
Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch's, 1974, useful term). 
Systemic family therapy and communication theory has 
provided powerful ways to comprehend the stasis producing 
tangles of communication that occur 'inside' families 
(see Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 1974). This study is 
interested in exploring whether there are important 
correspondences and interesting differences when this 
model of description is extended to the level of family/ 
next-larger system. 
Another major theoretical advance occurred in the 
shift away from attempting to reveal the hierarchically 
ordered and inclusively nested nature of all reality 
viewed as aspects of a 'General Systems Theory see 
especially von Bertalanffy (1966) and Parsons, (1967). 
The persuasiveness of their teliological taxonomic effort 
aimed at revealing the imputed 'order' of the universe, 
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a sort of 'general field theory' for all.phenomena, 
seems to have broken down in recent years as the complex¬ 
ities of human communication in families have been 
plumbed. Partly by attempting to grapple with the 
incredibly nuanced implicative power of Milton Erikson's 
hypnotherapy (1967) — able to consciously utilize a much 
expanded spectrum of analogic communication — systemic 
family therapy theory has blossomed as a detailed mapping 
of family systems in process and away from the rather 
shallow and tautological general characteristics of 
systems as applied to families. A more recent compan¬ 
ionate focus has been on separate whole systems-in- 
interaction, a la Koestler's "holons" (1967). The 
relevance of this intersystem approach to the concerns 
of this study is discussed below. The future may see a 
return to universal fundamentals or systemic family 
therapy theory may move toward the probabilistic model 
of 'ordered chaos' characteristic of modern physics. 
Although at this moment in systemic theory building the 
earlier faith that the social universe is ordered in a 
relatively simple way seems difficult to sustain, the 
effort to describe the regularities and redundancies 
created when self-ordering human systems interact to co¬ 
create differing states of order within the social and 
natural contexts remains urgent. 
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The confluence of the new systemic perspective and 
the new technologies of video recording and the one way 
mirror made possible an unusually direct and rapid con¬ 
nection (feedback loop) between theory and practice in 
the evolution of systemic family therapy. The articu¬ 
lation of a rich and useful vocabulary of intra-systemic 
processes in the first twenty years of systemic family 
therapy theory relied on some fundamental assumptions that 
are only now beginning to be reexamined as the relation¬ 
ship between individual and family system again becomes 
the focus of inquiry (Keeney & Sprenkle, 1982), and the 
workings of the family/larger system interface is 
rigorously examined for the first time (Kaplan, Bloom¬ 
field & Nielsen, 1982; Imber-Coppersmith, a&b, in press). 
From Intra-Family to Inter-System: 
Four Constructs Reconsidered 
Wholeness and Boundaries 
The fundamental general systems constructs of 
'wholeness' and 'boundaries' were left relatively unex¬ 
amined by early systemic family therapy theorists and 
used as axiomatic definitional terms, necessary to define 
other aspects of 'systemness.' Upon 'wholeness' depends 
the systemic truism that: "Every part of a system is so 
related to its fellow parts that a change in one will 
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cause a change in all of them and in the total system" 
(Watzlawick, Beavin & Jackson, 1967, p. 123). This is 
the circular causality' posited as an epistemological 
break with prior meta-psychologies dependent on linear 
cause/effect explanations. Yet 'wholeness' itself remains 
slippery, very much a matter of observer punctuation. 
In logical terms, matters are not helped very much by 
defining whole systems in terms of their 'boundaries.' 
Since the systems under discussion are ones created by 
and through human communication, the spatial metaphor, 
as useful as it is for descriptiption (see Minuchin, 
1974), breaks down if looked at too closely. The same is 
true of the biological analogue of 'boundary,' 'membrane.' 
Detailing what is meant by 'boundaries' in human communi¬ 
cative systems requires the development of some new 
theoretical tools. As this question is particularly 
important when investigating inter- rather than intra- 
systemic phenomena it receives some focus in this study. 
A debate between Niklas Luhman, a leading German 
proponent of wide application of general systems theory 
to social systems, and Jurgen Habermas, a leading neo- 
marxist philosopher, social critic and heir to the 
Frankfurt School of Critical Sociology, focused on the 
fundamental claims of general systems theory for social 
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(inter-systemic) issues and wrestled with the nature of 
'boundaries' in human communicative systems. 
According to McCarthy, the Luhmann/Habermas debate 
can be summarized as follows (from McCarthy, 1978, pp. 
222-232):5 
1) Luhmann corrects or enriches much of social 
systems theory, which has been crippled by its inabil¬ 
ities to objectively locate and describe social system 
boundaries and goal states, by viewing both system 
structure (including its differentiation) and system 
process in functional terms. He posits a fundamental 
system problem: the reduction of complexity, and sees 
the creation of system boundaries as functional for that. 
Likewise, internal processes (always less probable than 
the more random complexity outside the system boundaries) 
can be evaluated and goal states identified by reference 
to their ability to assist the system in adapting to 
changing systems environments (Ashby's law of 'requisite 
variety'). System structure and process are equivalent 
in that they are alternative and complementary methods 
for reducing complexity. Therefore, Luhmann argues, (one 
5 To avoid confusion for the reader, it should be made 
clear that all references to the Luhmann/Habermas 
debate are from McCarthy (1978) pages 222-232. A 
systems thinker fluent in German could do systemic 
family therapy a great service by translating Luhmann 
directly without a Habermasian interpreter. 
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can) "analyze the function of structural change without 
presupposing a more general system as a point of ref¬ 
erence. The ultimate systems problem is not structural 
continuity but the reduction of world complexity and the 
heightening of self-complexity"(McCarthy, 1978, p. 224). 
Habermas answers that this ingenious attempt to 
evade the problem of specifying system structures and 
boundaries is based on a paradox. By presupposing "world 
complexity" as the fundamental problem for systems, 
Luhmann also presupposes systems (with boundaries and 
other structures). 
World complexity is problematic only for the 
maintenance of systems... world complexity cannot 
therefore... be determined independently of possible 
system structures... without reference to a system 
whose existence is threatened, Luhmann cannot 
identify a problem in the first place (McCarthy, 
p. 226, quoting Habermas). 
Therefore, functional analysis cannot escape specifying 
system structures, boundaries and goal states as points 
of reference. And, because, even 'life' and 'death' 
cannot be unequivocally established for social systems, 
unlike organisms, the way is inevitably opened for 
interpretation which "cannot in turn be analyzed within 
the framework of a systems theory of society, which, as 
we seen (sic), must start with the basic problems of 
securing the continued existence of social systems, . ..and 
as independent datum." For Habermas, this reintroduction 
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of meaning entails a critique of ideologies which com¬ 
pares what is in social systems with what could be from 
an emancipatory point of view. 
2) Luhmann agrees that meaning cannot be excluded 
from social systems theory, but then proceeds to define 
meaning functionally, as "a mode of reducing complexity 
peculiar to social systems." It acts as a kind of filter 
of possible experience of world complexity for social 
systems and thereby increases system choice, flexibility 
and "capacity to register world complexity" (McCarthy, 
1978, p. 226). However, as Luhmann himself describes, 
the functioning of meaning for social systems is a two- 
edged sword in that "the symbolically structured world" 
(in contrast to the 'real' world of events) "in which 
world complexity is already registered through meaningful 
selection... produced... surplus self-complexity," — 
meaning produces too much choice. "It represents both a 
problem solution and a new problem" (McCarthy, 1978, 
p. 226) . 
Luhmann deals with this new problem straightforwardly 
by asserting that "social systems must structurally pre¬ 
determine (in institutions, for example) the outcome of 
choices necessary for survival" (McCarthy), "the necessary 
latency of many structures and functions" (Luhmann), 
"Counter-enlightenment" (Habermas). However one feels 
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about Luhmann's schema, Habermas retorts that the problem 
of which meaningful choices are excluded is left unan¬ 
swered. Only by reference to a reference frame of inter¬ 
pretation external to systems theory is it possible to 
decide when it is functional to open up new meaningful 
choices and when it is functional for a system 'not to 
know' of such possibilities. 
3) Luhmann responds by analyzing functional theory 
in functional terms. "General systems theory... is 
itself... the organ which, in view of the developing 
functional primacy of the system of science, is preparing 
itself to take over the lead in the process of social 
self-production" (Luhmann). Systems theory itself becomes 
the executive steering mechanism of the increasing com¬ 
plexity of society. Luhmann does not shrink from the 
political implications of this position and scorns as 
naive Habermas' conception of participatory democracy. 
Habermas answers by defending that naivete as implicitly 
an equally fundamental (interactional) rationality. For 
Habermas, implicit norms necessarily imply implicit 
validity claims and 'the possibility of discursive 
justification' (McCarthy, 1978, p. 230). 
4) Finally, Luhmann asserts that truth can be 
analyzed in functional terms. It is "a mode of stabili¬ 
zing certainty without resort to force" (McCarthy, 1978, 
109 
p. 230), "a medium of communication with a function 
similar to other media... (power, money, influence): to 
secure the intersubjective transferability of selection 
performances among individuals and groups" (McCarthy, 
1978, p. 230). Habermas points to the paradox of this 
radically functionalist view of truth. If it is true 
that truth is (merely) functional, then the claim that 
systems theory is true is merely functional for the 
systems of domination that use it. "World views that 
legitimize domination produce the objective appearance 
of justifying norms that... are precisely not capable of 
being justified" (Habermas, in McCarthy, 1978, p. 232). 
As emphasized in Section One of this chapter, this 
study proceeds from the perspective that for social 
science to pretend to the mantle of science it must, 
paradoxically, include a necessary hermaneutic or inter¬ 
pretive analysis of the impact of ideas and ideologies 
on society. It is all very well to demonstrate the 
universal applicability of the systemic paradigm to 
describe the workings of every situation under the sun, 
but if the boundaries of the system being described are 
imposed by the describer, from 'outside' the system, then 
systemic description runs the risk of "empty," of 
"dormitive" tautological mapping, i.e., 'this system 
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behaves the way it does because it is the system it 
is' (which I have preselected it to be), following 
Bateson, 1979, pp. 81-88. 
Hierarchy. 
Another systemic family therapy theory fundamental 
that begins to seem problematic as family therapy enters 
public sector, inter-system work, is "hierarchy." Like 
'wholeness' and 'boundary,' 'hierarchy' has been one of 
the building blocks of systemic family therapy theory 
without evolving any clear definition. 
To be organized means to follow patterned, re¬ 
dundant ways of behaving and to exist in a 
hierarchy. Creatures that organize together 
form a status, or power, ladder in which every 
creature has a place in the hierarchy with someone 
above him and someone below him. Although groups 
will have more than one hierarchy because of 
different functions, the existence of hierarchy 
is inevitable because it is in the nature of 
organization that it be hierarchical. We may 
dream of a society in which all creatures are 
equal, but on this earth there is status and 
precedence and inequality among all creatures.... 
If our focus is on how to change a malfunctioning 
organization, then a description should clarify 
how organizations malfunction and offer ideas 
about how to produce change. The concept of 
hierarchy, or levels of status and power, seems 
most appropriate as a description for therapeutic 
purposes (Haley, 1976, p. 101). 
The fundamental utility and the fundamental fuzziness of 
'hierarchy' in systemic family therapy theory has been 
exhaustively analyzed by Stephen Bloomfield, (Bloomfield, 
Kaplan & Nielsen, 1981; Bloomfield, 1982). He has 
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described no less than five distinct species of hierarchy 
or hierarchical principles that can be deduced from usage 
m general systems and systemic family therapy theory: 
Simple (or naive) dominence hierarchies of power which 
'exist' only at the instant, stop-time, that a command 
is given; holonic or 'janus-faced' hierarchies of power, 
which assume, a la Koestler (1964), that even in its 
rnost extreme forms (master/slave relationships), power 
between human beings contains an ineradicable element of 
mutuality; hierarchies of inclusion — those simple 
'Chinese box' taxonomies that describe phenomena by what 
is included within a 'level' and what 'level' includes 
what phenomena; hierarchies of complexity in which 
systemic totalities increase in complexity, not just in 
inclusivity, 'up' the hierarchy. "The whole is greater 
than the sum of its parts" is the systems cliche that 
summarizes this aspect of hierarchy; situational hier¬ 
archies, where hierarchical functioning is not frozen 
into structure but is situationally variable. Thus in 
a family, if the situation was 'lost in the woods,' an 
experienced girl or boy scout might usefully assume 
temporary executive position 'over' a parent. Finally, 
in response to some of the issues raised in the preceding 
pages around 'wholeness' and 'boundaries,' Bloomfield and 
his colleagues (1981) offer the construct of generative 
112 
hierarchies in which it is posited that there is a 
logically separable hierarchical organization of human 
beings and perhaps other organisms as they contribute, 
across time, to other contexts of living organization 
from their immediate ongoing situation. The most concrete 
example in human systems is that parenting and child 
rearing is usually presented in terms of dominence 
hierarchies (as in Haley's "cross generational coalitions" 
discussed by Hoffman, 1981, p. 108). However the function 
of parenting and child rearing is surely not to provide 
for the ongoing survival of the particular nuclear family, 
but in fact to nurture children that they may contribute 
to new families and engage in other human interactive 
systems constructively. 
This example has relevance for this study in that 
Bloomfield's research (1982) focused attention on the 
ways in which some families engaged in foster care (many 
of whom would meet the criteria of this study for 'multi¬ 
problem' status) have managed to adapt to the hierarchical 
confusion of helping systems to evolve 'launching rituals' 
for their adolescent children involving long term state 
supported foster care. Without an understanding of the 
ways in which elements of two or more systems in inter¬ 
action can form situational hierarchies of "decision 
making sub-systems" (Bloomfield, 1982), a therapist facing 
the tangled relationships of 'multi-problem' 
will be crippled. 
113 
families 
The Family Life Cycle. 
Another key building block of systemic family therapy 
theory imported from outside general systems theory to 
fill this need for a way to conceptualize development in 
families over time — is the Family Life Cycle. Because 
of the static quality of general systems theory, which 
assumes (implicitly) that the goal of living systems is 
their own survival, systemic family therapy was in urgent 
need of a way to describe family development over time. 
For as useful as homeostasis is for providing insight 
about redundant patterns, families, even the most rigidly 
repetitive, do change dramatically over time. Milton 
Erickson who has enriched the field with so much, provided 
(by way of Jay Haley, 1973) a provisional sketch of a 
Family Life Cycle model of family development. (For a 
review of the construct's historical roots in the 
sociology of Evelyn Duval and Reuben Hill in the 1940's 
and 50's, see Nielsen, 1982.) 
Implicit in Milton Erickson's theory (is the view 
that) symptoms appear when there is a dislocation 
or interruption in the unfolding life cycle of a 
family or other natural group.... While focusing 
sharply on symptoms, Erickson's therapeutic strategy 
has as its larger goal the resolution of the problem 
of the family to get the life cycle moving again 
(Haley, 1973, p. 53). 
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According to Haley, Erickson's stages of the life 
cycle encompassed: courtship, early marriage, childbirth 
and dealing with young children, middle marriage with 
its weaning of parents from children, and launching of 
adolescents, and retirement/old age. Given that this is 
one of many "interpretations" of Erickson, a simplifi¬ 
cation, and the fact that his work was characterized by 
nothing so much as its idiosyncratic adaptation to the 
particular needs of each and every patient, there are 
reason? to suspect that the stage model of the family 
life cycle was not a deeply held theoretical principle 
with Erickson. Haley himself makes sufficient disclaimers 
that this model is not intended for families of diverse 
ethnic/class background and is designed only for middle 
class (presumably white) American families. However, the 
lack of other models and its great utility for clinicians 
in allowing them to understand otherwise mysterious 
symptoms as responses to 'stuckness' in passing through 
a life cycle stage has caused it to be adopted wholesale 
and extended inappropriately. VJhile other writers have 
altered the model, adding stages and/or changing their 
names, Scott Neilson (Bloomfield, Kaplan & Nielsen, 1981; 
Nielsen, 1982) has mounted a powerful critique of the 
stage model of the family lify cycle and is developing 
a promising concept of the process of development in 
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human communications systems. The inappropriate (and 
sometimes racist, sexist and classist) application of 
white middle class norms to families is, of course, 
particularly unfortunate when dealing with an already 
labeled and blamed population like 'multi-problem' 
families. Yet this is only one of the major critiques 
that Nielsen makes. Equally important is that it excludes 
from consideration families' developmental adaptations 
to sudden "unpredictable" (because the model, based on 
normal' developmental stages, has no way of dealing 
with them) changes such as job loss, divorce, sudden 
illness, catastrophic accidents, deaths, etc. Few 
indeed are the families whose only developmental challenges 
are those comprehended by the stage model. Another limi¬ 
tation pointed out by Nielsen is that the model fails to 
take account of external, inter-systemic influences on 
family development. Haley himself makes this point: 
When we examine the influence of welfare on a 
poor family, or the intrusion of a corporation 
into the private lives of middle-class executives, 
it becomes obvious that the problems of a married 
couple are only partially described by focusing 
upon the couple. If a man is out of work and his 
wife is receiving welfare funds, the 'marital 
problem' includes the way the government has 
intervened in their marriage (Haley, 1973, p. 57). 
Yet because the life cycle model does not take such 
events into account and no other model has arisen, the 
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developmental adaptations made in response to external 
influences continue to be discounted. 
An even more important objection raised by Nielsen 
and his colleagues is that the stage model of the family 
life cycle is incongruent with cybernetic and systemic 
ways of thinking about families. The family life cycle 
stage model describes the family in terms of membership, 
and of course it is a truism that changes in membership 
drastically affect systems. But what has made systemic 
family therapy possible is the focus on the family as a 
rule governed system. Nielsen suggests that a family 
developmental model ought to focus on the evolution of 
rule-governedness in families. This point makes clear 
the life cycle model of discrete, separable, ordered 
and predictable stages is inappropriate to the wonderful 
diversity of family rule systems. "Family development 
is the process of the emergence of new organizational 
patterns which occur as a family provokes or responds 
to changes in itself and its environment" (Bloomfield, 
et al., 1981). Nielsen offers a 'phase model' of family 
development focusing on rule evolution to replace the 
rigid atemporal 'snapshots' of the family life cycle 
stage model. He argues that all rule evolution in 
living systems can be usefully described in terms of 
three permeable phases or waves. 
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The first phase is the Establishing Phase. The 
primary emphasis during this period is the estab- 
lishment of basic organizational patterns ~~ rules 
between members and with other systems.... 
Much energy is invested in the process of rule- 
making as the emphasis is on the unexplored terri¬ 
tory of the system per se. What is unknown is 
experienced and ordered.... The second phase is a 
dual-directed one that I call Consolidating/ 
Diversifying.... The primary emphasis on rule- 
making shifts.... patterns have developed an 
economy of expression and interpretation. 
Significantly less energy is invested in rulemaking 
and rules are invoked with much less energy than 
they took to establish.... the emphasis of this 
period is on the members' and system's exploration 
of the unknown territory of their context.... A 
family tries to fit new experiences into its 
established order, and families hopefully become 
more rooted in their context and so are able to 
develop more complex patterns and can deal with 
greater complexity in their environment.... The 
third phase of this circular model is Contracting. 
...the contracting phase describes the periods 
when the contextual circle of systems narrow 
(divorce, death, and launching can set this off.) 
Certain rules outlive their usefulness, so these 
rules diminish in use and finally disappear. The 
overall pattern of rules contract. Until this 
phase, the emphasis has been on increasing com¬ 
plexity — in some sense that may continue — but 
the primary emphasis in this phase is on declining 
complexity (Bloomfield, et al., 1981). 
Nielsen's phase model of rule evolution holds 
particular promise as a conceptual model within which to 
view the development and perpetuation of such stubbornly 
persistent rule—complexes as the 'multi—problem family 
phenomenon, where rules sometimes persist over generations 
and include 'outsiders.' 
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Paradox. 
One central thread that can be traced in systemic 
family therapy theory at least as far back as the Bateson 
Communications Project is the occurrence of paradox in 
human communication. Twenty-five years later the field 
is beginning to grapple with the paradoxical dilemmas 
of describing communicative systems from which reflexive 
subjectivity cannot be banished. For all the circuit- 
like behavior of much of human interaction, the model 
building utility of the self-correcting machine metaphor 
(cybernetics, feedback, etc.) have begun to seem inade¬ 
quate in descriptive power. Even the infinitely complex 
and varigated patterns of general biological co-evolution 
seems not to provide sufficient leverage for under¬ 
standing the peculiar human evolutionary strategy of 
social evolution through value and meaning laden commu¬ 
nication. For example, the vastly influential Double 
Bind Hypothesis (Bateson, Jackson, Haley, Fry, & Weakland, 1972) 
relied on Russel's 'Theory of Logical Types' — the pro¬ 
hibition against paradoxes resulting in the confusion of 
logical levels. By the mid-seventies the contributions 
of logicians and communication theorists made it clear 
that, far from being necessarily schizophregenic, human 
communication abounds in paradox as a normal feature 
(Pearce & Cronen, 1980) . Goedal, Brown and Varella offer 
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logical 'proofs' that any system complex enough to 
attain reflexive, self-knowing qualities, must in fact 
contain a paradoxical element (Hofstadter, 1979; Pearce 
& Cronen, 1980). Family therapy theory's legacy of its 
birth struggle with psychodynamic orthodoxy has prevented 
its full exploration of subjectivity. The cybernetic 
'black box' of early systemic family theorists (Watzla- 
wick, Beavin & Jackson, 1967, p. 43) is beginning to 
open, but slowly (Keeney & Sprenkle, 1982). However, 
the focus has shifted from trying to 'catch' a double 
bind (there goes one) to studying the ways in which 
families manage the paradoxical features of their family 
rule governed interaction (Dell, 1982). In therapeutic 
practice, the utility of provoking change in rigid 
family systems by introducing therapeutic double binds, 
purposely prescribed paradoxes, has been established by 
the Mental Research Institute (Bodin, 1981; Watzlawick, 
Weakland & Fisch, 1974) and by Mara Selvini-Palazolli 
and her colleagues in Milan (Palazolli et al., 1978). 
Recently, through Coordinated Management of Meaning 
communications theory and research, a strategy has become 
available for integrating the 'subjective' and 'intra¬ 
psychic' constituents into the systemic description of 
social reality. To investigate the tangled and fre¬ 
quently paradoxical communications of 'multi-problem 
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families, that strategy is pursued as part of this 
research and its theoretical background is discussed 
in the next section of this chapter. 
Systemic Family Therapy 
and 'Multi-Problem' Families 
Twenty years ago it was a new step to recognize 
that a family rather than an individual was the 
therapeutic unit. In time that family unit was 
expanded to include the extended kin and also the 
peer group. Now it is becoming uncomfortably 
evident that a presenting problem includes the 
professional world in which the problem appears, 
as well as the larger society (Haley, 1976, p. 2). 
We owe to Salvador Minuchin and his colleagues the 
first descriptions of 'multi-problem' families in their 
social context by family therapists. In "Conflict 
Resolution Family Therapy with Multi-Problem Families" 
Minuchin reported: 
These families are in the low socioeconomic group 
— most of them on public welfare rolls; and only 
25 percent of them are intact in the middle-class 
sense. Some of them are composed of one or more 
transient males or a transient mother; others are 
made up of a mother, her children and the children 
of her adolescent or young adult daughters; 'aunts' 
are in maternal roles as frequently as are older 
siblings***multi-problem families have traditionally 
refused therapeutic approaches, and it has been 
necessary to search for approaches more adequate 
to this special population (Minuchin, 1971, p. 
Two years later Minuchin, Montalvo, Guerney, Rosman & 
Schumer (1967) reported at length on "the application of 
the budding theory of family therapy to low socioeconomic 
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families" (Aponte & Van Deusen, 1981) and structural 
family therapy was born. "Unlike therapies which had 
their roots in the middle-class and were adapted to 
work with lower socioeconomic patients, structural 
family therapy was generated from work with the poor 
and subsequently expanded to other socioeconomic strata" 
(Aponte & VanDeusen, 1981, p. 311). 
In the fifteen years since Minuchin's pioneering 
work at the Wiltwych School for Boys, Family Therapy has 
made quantum leaps in its popularity with clinicians and 
in the scope and power of its theory. Yet while Minuchin 
and his colleagues refined their theory and practice in 
the context of the systemic family theory evolved by the 
Bateson Project and the Mental Research Institute in Palo 
Alto, California (Jackson, 1974; Haley, 1976; Watzlawick 
& Weakland, 1977), few have followed them into working 
with multi-problem families. Speck and Atteneave (1973) 
whose family network therapy claimed to aim directly at 
this population began their work at Philadelphia Child 
Guidance under Minuchin. Jay Haley, whose work in 
Washington, D.C., after his time with Minuchin, has been 
considerably less theoretical than the breakthrough years 
with Bateson and the Mental Research Institute in Califor¬ 
nia has continued a commitment (sic) to families stressed 
and damaged by their social context, such as the families 
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of institutionalized and addicted young people (Haley, 
1981). Yet the striking fact is that aside from a 
scattering of other reports on work with special low- 
income populations (Stanton & Todd, 1982; Aponte, 1976a) 
family therapy as a movement has not yet fully examined 
the systems challenges of the human service context 
into which it is moving so rapidly. For the "average 
family therapist" (Haley, 1981), working with 'multi- 
Pr°blsm families clearly poses the problem of expanding 
understanding of what constitutes a system to include 
units at least one level meta to families. It raises 
the challenge of learning to think and act strategically 
with professional peer and authority systems with poten¬ 
tial or actual power over therapists' lives as well as 
the lives of their clients. In addition to the demand 
to stretch and adapt the theoretical frame to include 
interactions with larger systems, efforts to deal with 
the problem force clinicians to become more aware of: 
a) the context (publicly supported human services) into 
which family therapy is moving; and b) the interactions 
of family therapy as a methodology with the system of 
human services. Just as family therapists have been 
taught to watch for entrances and exits of members of 
families as marking nodal change points (Minuchin, 1974; 
Hoffman, 1981), just as they have been admonished to 
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include their own entrance as an important change 
requiring an understanding of its impact on families 
(Minuchin, 1974; Selvini-Palazzoli et al., 1978), so 
it is now necessary to understand the impact and possible 
consequences of the entrance of family therapy into the 
existing homeostasis of human services. 
Perhaps because it was an issue that presented itself 
forcefully in their early work with "The Disorganized and 
Disadvantaged Family" (Families of the Slums, Minuchin, 
et al., 1967, pp. 194-243), the pragmatically creative 
group of therapists that gathered around Salvador 
Minuchin in the mid-sixties at the Wiltwyck School for 
Boys and the Philadelphia Child Guidance Center were 
vitally concerned with systemic boundaries in their 
construction of 'Structural Family Therapy.' 
"The boundaries of a subsystem are the rules de¬ 
fining who participates, and how" (Minuchin, 1974, p. 53). 
Assuming that this definition holds for whole system 
boundaries as v/ell as their subsystems, we can read the 
structuralist Minuchin as agreeing with the radical 
functionalist, Luhmann, that all structure is 'frozen 
function' — rules or behavior redundancies. 
Every system must define itself vis—a—vis otners 
in its context. In doing so it establishes its 
boundaries. In each and every operation, the 
system in action determines who is and who is not 
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included m the scope of its activity, and thereby 
delineates its boundaries for the duration of the 
operation. Each system has a constellation of 
operations through which the system actuates 
itself. The boundary-making aspects of the actions 
and interactions of the operation form a pattern 
that defines the functional boundaries of a system 
(Aponte, 1976a, p. 438). 
Harry Aponte, a disciple not only of Minuchin but of the 
'ecological' thinking of Auersweld (1968, 1969), has 
Proven himself interested in the problems of working 
w^-th multi—problem' families from a systemic perspective. 
The definition quoted above is from an article titled: 
"Underorganization in the Poor Family." Yet he too seems 
to circle around the intra-/inter-systemic issue. Why 
must "every system define itself vis-a-vis others in 
its context?" What is the "scope of ...activity" of a 
family? And if that can be answered according to usual 
(Parsonsian) notions of socialization and nurturance 
(though it is useful to remember how recent historically 
this functional definition is — see Donzelot, 1979), 
the question still remains, how does one go about deciding 
where a family does (or should) leave off and another 
system begin? This question becomes important for such 
enduringly enmeshed families as those labeled 'multi¬ 
problem. ' Cybernetics and systems theory allowed family 
therapists to ask: What is the function of this symptom 
in this system? The underlying question raised when the 
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basic systems constructs of 'wholeness' and 'boundary' 
are examined becomes: What is the function of being a 
system, of self organizing with coherence and identity, 
of insisting on maintaining a "difference that makes a 
ference? (Bateson, 1979) . The implicit answer of 
general systems theory and of the systemic family 
therapy theories derived from it is survival. Living 
systems observably attempt to persist, negentropically, 
in environments of greater chaos. This is a 'true' but 
insufficient explanation. Living systems are also designed 
for and aim at death. The sacrifice of a single organism 
so that larger orders of system may live that is observ¬ 
able on the cellular level occurs at all levels of life, 
from the relations of individuals to family and other 
groupings (herd, tribe, etc.) to the relations of species 
to ecosystem, and ecosystems to evolution. It is, para¬ 
doxically, in the designed capacity of self-destruction, 
that a more satisfying definition of systemic wholeness 
and system boundaries can be sought. Systems that seek 
only to survive, to perpetuate and perpetrate their 
design on their context are, literally, cancers. 
As for the actual pragmatic work that Minuchin, his 
colleagues and disciples undertook with "Disorganized Low 
Socioeconomic Families," it was innovative, courageous 
and in many instances effective within the limitations 
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imposed by rapidly evolving theory confronting families 
damaged by fundamental social processes. 
Psychiatry sometimes presents itself as if it knew 
the answers to social problems, as if it could save 
people from the tragedies of poverty. What we do 
when we bring psychiatry to the slums is to put Band 
Aids on people.... We work with a mother on how 
to feel more competent with her children when she 
is living on an income that makes it impossible to 
be competent. If you are raising four children on 
three thousand dollars a year you have problems 
that don't exist for someone who has thirty thousand 
dollars a year. We operate as if the problem were 
psychological because the only thing we have is 
Band Aids.... Psychiatry is the only thing we have, 
so that's the thing we give. We are not revolu¬ 
tionaries, and we are not even reformers. We are 
accommodators (Minuchin, quoted by Malcom, J., 
1978, p. 48). 
In the process of arriving at the synthesis that 
has become (relatively) stablisized as 'Structural Family 
Therapy' (Aponte & Van Deusen, 1981), the Wiltwyck School 
and the Philadelphia Child Guidance Clinic groups under 
Minuchin's leadership experimented with moving family 
members behind the one way mirror to observe and interrupt 
families' "undifferentiated cognitive style" of interacting, 
later relabeled "enmeshment" (Minuchin & Montalvo, 1976). 
They trained community people as para-professional lay 
family therapists, they researched and treated such 
despised and labeled groups as drug addicts (Stanton & 
Todd, 1982), and alcoholics (Aponte & Van Deusen, 1981). 
Edgar Auersweld, an early associate of Minuchin at Wiltwyck, 
brilliantly, if briefly, experimented with a truly holistic 
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'ecological systems approach' which attempted to incor¬ 
porate "biological, psychological, social, and environ¬ 
mental factors" (Hoffman, 1981, p. 288) to the crisis 
treatment of multi-problem families. Ross Speck and 
Carolyn Atteneave, influenced by and influencing the 
development of structural family therapy experimented 
with mobilizing the natural support systems of poor 
families in trouble (Speck & Atteneave, 1973). 
As stated above, structural family therapy evolved 
in the treatment of 'multi-problem' families. To describe 
its pragmatic work with this population is to describe 
structural family therapy itself. Its emphasis on the 
need for directive work by the therapist to 'restructure' 
the family context of symptomatic behavior, its focus on 
the need to strengthen and clarify the boundaries of a 
family's subsystems, its stress on the need for the 
therapist to understand and 'join' a family non-verbally, 
have all greatly increased the leverage that therapists 
have with this population. 
As clearly as anyone before and since, Auersweld 
(1968, 1969, 1971) and Aponte (1976 a&b) clearly conceptu¬ 
alizes "the total field of a problem, including other 
professionals, extended family, community figures, insti¬ 
tutions like welfare, and all the overlapping influences 
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and forces that a therapist working with poor families 
would have to contend with" (Hoffman, 1981, p. 257). Yet 
as the high tide of social turbulence of the 1960's 
receded, and with it the federal money to study, contain 
and control it dried up (see Hasenfeld, 1983 and Piven 
& Cloward, 1971) the theoretical articulation of Family 
Therapy Theory's response to the contextual 'field' of 
human services has remained largely 'stalled' until 
recently. Notwithstanding the contributions of Aponte 
(1976 a&b), Auersweld (1968, 1969, 1971), and Hoffman 
and Long (1969), the same level.of theoretical rigor has 
not been applied to families as whole systems interacting 
with other larger systems such as human service agencies 
as has been applied to intra-systemic processes. As the 
discussion on 'wholeness' and 'boundaries' in the previous 
subsection stressed, the shift to treating families in 
their larger social system context requires of systemic 
family therapy theory a confrontation with some of its 
basic assumptions. 
As useful as the ecological variant of systemic 
family therapy has been in stressing the existence of 
families' contextual 'forests,' it runs the risk of 
missing the individual family trees for the forest. 
Conversely, lacking this needed theoretical development, 
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systemic family therapy can, in its application to 
’multi-problem' families who are enmeshed with and 
organized around their relations with helping profes¬ 
sionals, be as likely as traditional modalities to miss 
the forest for the trees. What is needed is a theoretical 
frame able to focus attention on the processes by which 
family 'trees' and larger system 'forests' interact. 
Loretta Butehorn, in "A Plan for Identifying Priorities 
in Treating Multi-Problem Families" (Butehorn, 1978) 
ignores the very agency context that defines them. While 
laying out a nice summary of systemic (structural) family 
therapy theory for use in assessing 'multi-problem' 
families, she focuses entirely on intra-systemic processes. 
In her view, 'multi-problem' families have internal 
core issues spawning these crises. When a worker 
is called into a family by an agent outside the 
family (court, protective service, crisis team), 
he/she needs a method of defining clearly the 
core or structural problem area from which 
multiple problems arise as well as interactional 
or process problem" (also seen as internal to the 
family) (Butehorn, 1978, p. 365). 
In asserting the utility of clinicians assessing family 
role functioning she asks, "Are the core functions of 
family life often vacated because no one can or wants to 
assume responsibility?" <p. 369). This would seem to be 
an obvious place to notice if extra-familial persons and/ 
or agencies have assumed "core functions of family life. 
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Unable to assess for this because her focus is exclu¬ 
sively intra-familial, this limited systemic view is 
unable to see much less impact the family/larger system 
interaction that this study argues is crucial. 
With considerably more sophistication a similar 
approach to treating the internal deficiencies of 
'multi-problem' families is reported by Rubin, Rosenbaum 
and Sens (1982). They operate from accepted definitions 
Problems over several generations, having long 
contact with social-services, often being comprized 
of minority groups, being resistant to help and 
disinclined to ask for services. The major 
characteristic of these families... is their 
poverty (p. 451). 
They detail a comprehensive model for the "Home-Based 
Marital Therapy for Multi-Problem Families." It is a 
structural approach, utilizing a male/female co-therapy 
team to intervene directly and directively with the 
marital subsystem of 'multi-problem' families with tasks 
for the couple and very powerful 'joining' techniques: 
"If a husband who had never managed to work was to begin 
a new job, the male therapist did not just have a hand 
in finding the job, but might also visit the family for 
a few days early in the morning to make sure the husband 
got to the job on time" (p. 454). 
Their intensive work, like Butehorn's, focuses on 
changing the insides of families: 
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Internal- family characteristics have repercussions 
on the family s contact with their social environ— 
ment. The families are alienated from the general 
society. They see the world in stereotypic fashion 
and have a deep distrust of the middle class" 
(p. 452). 
Unlike other treatment models whose claims for 
success in treating 'multi-problem' families rest on 
changing familial resistance to professional help to 
acceptance, 'bad client' to 'good client' status (see 
Geismar & LaSorte, 1964). Rubin and Rosenbaum claim 
effectiveness in ending family dependence on social 
services. After three years of therapy: 
Of the thirty-nine couples, thirty-six were no 
longer receiving welfare payments or utilizing 
the services of the welfare office. These 
families were functioning independently of social 
service support and were self-supporting (p. 459) . 
Without denigrating the skill that Rubin and Rosenbaum 
demonstrated in integrating powerful community organizing 
techniques with directive marriage focused family therapy 
to produce these results, their special status within the 
human service network should be stressed. 
It was crucial to the functioning of the project 
that the therapists were familiar with and able 
to work freely within the social services depart¬ 
ment of the community. The therapists were able 
to control the resources available from welfare, 
arid they had the freedom to make decisions inde¬ 
pendently about supplying financial help"This 
meant that the welfare department had to support 
the goal and means of the project and be willing 
to be flexible about rules (p. 459, emphasis 
added). 
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One answer to the dilemma raised by the Luhmann/ 
Habermas debate has been to side with Luhmann and accept 
that a given system's boundaries 'exist' only in the 
mind of the beholder. As family therapists have begun 
to confront in practice families that seem inextricably 
engaged with 'outsiders,' the first response has been to 
define certain functionally enmeshed outsiders as family 
members. In 'The Problem of the Referring Person', 
Selvini-Palazzoli et al. (1980b), provocatively frame 
the difficulties for treatment when a rigidly pathological 
family has succeeded in swallowing a helping professional 
to the point where he or she becomes part of the family's 
homeostasis: 
The problem of the referring person in family 
therapy is one of the most insidious and poten¬ 
tially compromising to the success of treatment... 
certain failures in therapy forced us to go over 
entire cases to discover where we had gone wrong. 
We were able to understand that our error was 
very basic; we had failed to build our study of 
the family upon the systemic model in that we 
had been dealing with a family that was missing 
one of its members who occupied a nodal homeo¬ 
static position in that family, the referring 
person. Therefore the essential question which 
we should always ask ourselves is, 'What is the 
present position of the referring person in the 
family group? Has he/she become involved to the 
point of becoming an important member in the family 
system?'(p. 3-4). 
Palazzoli and her colleagues go on to describe the ways 
in which a helping professional may be induced into a 
family system: 
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If he passes the family's 'entrance exam,' the 
rubber fence silently swallows him whole and he 
becomes installed in the position of a full- 
right member of the family. As such, he loses any 
operative possibility. Not only this, but having 
become a member of a family characterized by a 
highly homeostatic tendency, he will become, 
paradoxically, an essential prop to the family.... 
First he experiences gratitude and fulfillment 
for having been welcomed by the family as its 
helper.... the second stage... is characterized 
by a growing sense of discomfort and uneasiness, 
by the vague sensation of being trapped.... in 
the third stage, pushed to exasperation and seeking 
some solution, he sends the family to family 
therapy (p. 4). 
The article goes on to advise assessment and treatment 
procedures for such families. Careful assessment pro¬ 
cedures focus on the relationship of the referring 
person to the family: 
We ask in detail about the length of the relation¬ 
ship, the frequency of meetings and telephone 
calls, eventual (sic) gifts given on the holidays 
or on particular occasions. Above all, we seek 
information with which we can construct a grad¬ 
uated scale indicating the position of each family 
member in the relationship with the referring 
person, beginning with the member who has the 
strongest bond and working down to the member who 
has the weakest (p. 7). 
Whether or not the Milan group treated the referring 
person directly by including them in sessions, or 
indirectly by working through the family they followed 
their highly evolved and subtle techniques of paradoxi 
cally prescribing the homeostasis aspects of the system 
in order to provoke change: 'They prescribe': 
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the continuation of that friendship which has 
revealed itself as being so comforting and 
necessary for the cohesion and stability of 
the family. In this way, the position of the 
referring person as a member of the family group 
is implicitly pointed out (p. 7) . 
This article is a clear statement about the leverage 
that a systemic perspective provides which can allow the 
family therapist to punctuate a family's boundaries as 
including helping professionals — and so to include 
colleagues in paradoxical interventions: 
The systemic model, being of a superior logical 
level in respect to the linear-causal model, 
allows the therapist to place and to maintain 
himself in a meta-level in respect to family 
and referring person.... the systemic model 
permits valid solutions without creating friction 
with the referring person, especially since the 
professional situation is already touchy (p. 9). 
The genesis of this entire study may be said to 
flow, in a certain sense, from the author's clinical 
frustration with 'multi-problem' families and with 
attempts to apply the insights of this approach. At 
first the difficulties seemed merely pragmatic and 
appropriate to the warning that Palazzoli and her 
colleagues footnoted in their seminal article: 
It is indispensible to specify that the discussion 
of the problem presented in this paper is based 
upon the experiences of an autonomous and private 
center. Family therapy carried out in the ambience 
of an institutional context will obviously meet 
different problems (p. 9). 
From the perspective of this study, the difficulty is 
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nQt the advice that it is sometimes necessary to 
behave strategically with professional colleagues. 
From a neo-marxist point of view it is impossible not 
to be engaged in politics, and the Palazzoli admonition 
is seen as clarifying and healthy. Rather, logical 
difficulties began to be perceived with the theoretical 
shift that moved from accepting traditional definitions 
of family boundaries to 'functional' definitions that 
include helping outsiders as family members. In a 
certain sense the power of the applicaiton of general 
systems constructs to family therapy (as contrasted with 
other applied and theoretical attempts in social science) 
may rest on the fact that the human family, as the oldest 
form of human organization which predates and underlies 
all other social forms, 'holds still' in a theoretical 
sense. It partakes of some of the 'natural' structural 
characteristics of individual organisms — open systems 
which can accurately be defined by matter/energy flows 
across physical membranes. The shift to viewing families 
in their social system context requires one more step 
beyond the giant one already taken in conceptualizing 
human systems as self-organizing wholes defined and self 
defined by flows of information and meaning. If it is 
true (useful as a point of view) that some families are 
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able to 'digest' outsiders, including helping profes- 
ionals into their unhappy homeostasis, other urgent 
questions suggest themselves. How, by what inter- 
systemic process, does this take place? Why some fam¬ 
ilies and not others? What factors in a given case of 
family/larger system enmeshment are context dependent 
and which are the product of specific family rules inter¬ 
acting with specific helping agency/helping professional 
rules? The move from intra-family sympton to inter- 
systemic problem — family/larger social systems — has 
so far relied on the formulation: to treat a given sympton 
you must have available and understand the relational 
context within which it plays an important homeostatic 
function. 
Family problems are frequently presented that 
clearly involve persons outside the immediate 
family group, such as extended or geographically 
distant family, school counselors or teachers, 
welfare workers, probation officers, health pro¬ 
fessionals, family friends, neighbors, co-workers, 
prior and current therapists, and various others. 
The presence of this network of 'helping others' 
can make it difficult to decide who are the real 
family vis-a-vis the presenting problem. In making 
this decision, the family therapist must rely 
upon a broad concept of the family that includes 
as part of the family system many who do not live 
in the immediate family group. It is not that 
therapists need to work directly with everybody, 
but they must at least include in their thera¬ 
peutic planning all of those who have participated 
significantly in defining the family's problem and 
their attempted solutions. This expanded concept, 
of the family as a system is essential in developing 
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therapeutic strategies and interventions (Goolish- 
lan & Anderson, 1981, p. 75, emphasis added). 
It is essential therefore, to include in the 
concept of the family unit undergoing treatment 
all those with whom the family is interacting 
relevant to the presenting problem (p. 76) . 
Yet how is this formula to be applied when one faces 
families that have not merely incorporated the advice of 
one or more helping outsiders into their coping with a 
specific presenting problem, but whose very problem 
status — 'multi-problem' — is dependent on an extended, 
sometimes intergenerational, history of homeostatically 
joining helping systems to prevent change? Without a 
reference point to a standard of healthy family wholeness 
and integrity the interventions of the family therapist, 
however systemic, can be nothing but arbitrary and ideo- 
syncratic. In the next section this issue is discussed. 
'Generativity' and 
'Steering Capacity' 
Family therapy without a systemic appreciation of 
both family and practitioner context is an in¬ 
complete epistemological shift (Imber-Coppersmith, 
personal communication, 1981). 
It is the perspective of this study then, that 
attempts to grapple theoretically with families in inter¬ 
action with larger systems inevitably raise issues of 
'good' family/'bad' family, healthy family/sick family 
from which systemic family therapy supposed it had 
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escaped. An important contribution has been made by 
Evan Imber-Coppersmith (in press, a&b) in which the 
blaming of labeled families is made an important diag¬ 
nostic tool and an adjunct to therapeutic leverage: 
Rarely do larger systems operate from a systemic 
perspective. Faced with troubled individuals 
and/or troubled families, such institutions seek 
to reduce complexity by assigning blame, either 
to an individual or to a family (1983, p. 5). 
Just as a family has myths about itself, so 
families and larger systems have myths regarding 
one another that often preserve the status quo. 
A family may view agencies and their representa¬ 
tives as 'beneficient,' 'harmful,' 'useless,' 
'wasteful,' 'threatening,' etc.... Simultaneously, 
the social service system develops myths about 
particular families as 'unworkable,' 'uncooperative,' 
'hostile,' 'pitiable,' etc. Such myths are often 
communicated among several agencies involved with 
a family and easily color the expectations of those 
to whom a family is referred (1982, p. 4). 
She goes on to map an innovative and provocative assess¬ 
ment strategy that focuses on tracking who, in family/ 
larger system interactions blames, gossips about and 
creates myths about whom. She also emphasizes the critical 
issue of who 'owns' the therapy. "Are social agencies 
paying for the therapy, and, hence, expecting to 'own' 
the outcomes?"(in press, b, p. 10). 
Imber-Coppersmith urgently advises family thera¬ 
pists to seek answers to these questions and avoid: 
contribut[ing] to problems rather than amerio- 
rat[ing] them by applying interventions at the 
wrong level of the system. Working within the 
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boundaries of the family, when the correct level 
for intervention is either at the interface of 
the family and larger systems, or within larger 
systems, may place the family therapist in the 
paradoxical position of supporting stress by the 
very actions intended to relieve stress (p. 10). 
Yet without a clearer conception of what constitutes a 
'healthy' family system boundary, such admonitions may 
not be enough. Like Aponte, Goolishian, and Selvini- 
Palazzoli, Imber-Coppersmith opts for a 'problem focused' 
definition of what constitutes a given family system 
boundary: "If the therapist discovers family-larger 
system relationships, then she must determine the 
'meaningful system' involved in patterns that support or 
intensify family difficulty." (Imber-Coppersmith, in 
press, b, p. 11). 
This situationally variable prescription obviously 
has the virtue of flexibility, yet for the "ordinary 
family therapist" (Haley, 1981) working in the public 
sector, where her/his paycheck is directly connected to 
serving families that have been referred under coercion 
or compulsion, whose therapy is paid for by the referring 
agency or other public source, the utilization of the 
powerful leverage of systemic family therapy without a 
clearly worked out set of standards of health including 
where a family's boundaries 'ought' to be runs grave 
risks. 
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In places like Britain and Europe most of the 
family therapists are state employed. In that 
kind of social context, the effectiveness of a 
therapist in changing a family is an index of the 
accruing power of the state_ In a country... 
where the family therapists are employed by the 
powers that be, it is very difficult for them 
to restrain themselves from trying out anything 
on people. The people themselves can't stop 
you. They have no choice. So in 'helping' a 
family you might decide to break the front door 
down, drag someone off and the people couldn't 
stop you (Laing, 1983, p. 57). 
It is a concern of this study that systemic family 
therapy theory runs the risk of having unintended prag¬ 
matic consequences as it moves into public sector work 
unless the necessary tension of a meta-theoretical 
ethical/political perspective is well integrated into 
the theory and practice of family therapy. Generativity 
is offered as a response to Habermas's challenge to 
systems theory. Extending von Bertalanffy's (1966) and 
Weiner's (1967) insight into the negentropic character 
of life, it is argued that all living systems contribute 
generatively to other orders of aliveness as well as 
attempting to persist/survive (Bloomfield, et al., 1981; 
Kaplan, 1980) . Generativity is the answer to the question 
'What, besides survival, is the general function of living 
systems?' From this perspective, the negentropic project 
of life on this planet is united by generativity. Genera¬ 
tivity is posited as that fundamental imperative of living 
systems, that requires, definitionally, of all living 
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systems a contribution to and co-creation with both 
posterity and larger orders of systemic organizaiton. 
That all living systems are required to participate in 
the co-creation of their context (survival of survival) 
reintroduces (honestly) a teliological aspect to systems 
theory. It is consistent with the dialectics of Hegel 
and Marx, with the 'god-in-creation' theology of Tielhard 
de Chardin (1965) , and with the evolution of Mind pro¬ 
posed by Bateson (1979). To adduce these credentials 
does not, of course, make generativity 'true.' On a much 
more practical level its inventors offer it as useful in 
systemic family therapy theory in that it offers another 
axis (besides homeostatic functioning) with which to 
evaluate the functioning of families and other living 
systems. A standard of 'health' can be developed which 
while context dependent and mindful of observer punctu¬ 
ation, can still evaluate whether a family system is 
utilizing its capacities generatively or struggling 
primarily to survive. 
To close the loop of these arguments, it is further 
asserted here that in the balance between the single 
system survival imperative and the deeply imbedded 
generative urge for every living system to contribute to 
the meta contexts of which it is a part, can be found at 
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least partial solutions to the riddle of when and why it 
is useful to punctuate system boundaries. 
General systems derived theories such as Systemic 
Family Therapy assume a general 'goal state' of living 
systems to be system maintenance or survival. For open, 
living systems in dynamic equilibrium with their environ¬ 
ment, the negentropic maintenance of that equilibrium or 
homeostasis requires the system to have filtering pro¬ 
cesses that do three things: 1) Select (equifinally) 
'solutions' to a range of 'problems' that disturb the 
system's homeostasis. 2) Following Luhmann and Bateson, 
these filtering processes must also necessarily protect 
the organism from an 'overload' of choice. Appropriate 
reactive time, however situationally variable, is a 
constraint to which all open systems must adapt. 3) Or¬ 
ganize the systems' 'generative' contribution to its 
contexts, and allow for morphogenic second order change. 
The new construct 'Steering Capacity' has been 
derived from Habermas's criticisms of Parsons' and 
Luhmann's social system theories (McCarthy, 1978) as a 
name for these filtering processes and decisional loops. 
In human systems, the filtering, choice making processes 
that constitute a family's or an organization's 'steering 
idably filters of choices about meaning. 
capacity' are unavo 
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The human species is defined by its step wise, second 
order difference in meaning laden communication from all 
other species (except possibly whales and dolphins) . 
Once it is clear that fundamental definitional 
questions about human systems — including where their 
boundaries are — cannot be answered without reference 
to the processes by which persons construct and decon¬ 
struct, encode and decode meaning, the necessity for a 
strategy that allows systemic thinkers to 'get inside 
the heads' of social actors can no longer by avoided. 
However paradoxical it seems at first look, it is the 
position of this study that an adequate grappling with 
such family/larger system issues as the 'multi-problem' 
family phenomenon, requires a strategy to understand the 
ways in which individual persons coordinate and manage 
the social construction of meaning. In the next section 
of this chapter CMM theory is explored for the contri¬ 
butions it can make to this research. 
Section 4 
The Coordinated Management of Meaning 
Introduction 
In this section, the contribution of the Coordinated 
Management of Meaning Communications Theory (CMM) to the 
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study are explained. The common roots and the theoret¬ 
ical differences that CMM has with systemic family 
therapy theory are sketched. A description of the CMM 
rule model construction is provided, with examples 
appropriate to the study, and description of the four 
CMM logical force types. Finally, the application of 
CMM theory is described. 
The genesis of this study was a certain confusion 
in the researcher's clinical experience about what 
systemic level(s) supported or maintained a given sympton 
or problem pattern in a family. In another form, this 
question propelled early family therapy explorers to move 
from an intra-psychic to a familial focus (Broderick & 
Schrader, 1981; Hoffman, 1981). Yet despite the obvious 
advances that have accrued to client and clinician alike 
with the interactional focus, the question of how to 
choose the most appropriate systemic level at which to 
view a given human interactional phenomenon remains 
theoretically undetermined. As family therapy moves into 
the public sector the influence of extra-familial contexts 
in maintaining pathological family patterns has become 
more obvious (Aponte, 1976b; Selvini-Palazzoli et al., 
1980b; Imber-Coppersmith, in press, a&b; Goolishian & 
Anderson, 1981). Since the original Bateson Project's 
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fascination with Russell's Theory of Logical Types, the 
field has generally accepted the idea that social reality 
is characterized by hierarchical levels of meaning which 
contextualize all communication (Bateson, 1972; Watzla- 
wick, et al., 1967). 
CMM and Systemic Family Therapy: 
Common Roots and Theoretical Differences 
A basic perspective of this study is that the 
'multi-problem' family phenomena is not primarily 
explainable by intra-familial dynamics — by definition 
it is an inter-systemic label and needs to be studied 
at the appropriate level: the interaction between families 
and human service agencies. In order to do this, use 
has been made of Coordinated Management of Meaning theory 
(Pearce & Cronen, 1980) as a body of theory and a metho¬ 
dology which focuses on communicative logics — that is, 
the rules and sets of rules (meta-rules) by which human 
meaning and behavior — social reality — is co-created 
by social actors. 
CMM shares a common source in Gregory Bateson with 
the Interactive Theoratists of the Mental Research Insti¬ 
tute (Watzlawick et al., 1967) who have been so influential 
in building family therapy theory and practice. Both 
schools start from the general systems and cybernetic 
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insights that human nature, like the rest of living 
nature is better described by a systemic, interactive 
approach than by traditional reductionistic methods of 
analysis. Pearce and Cronen and their colleagues agree 
that social reality is created by communication. Two 
major differences between the Mental Research Institute 
group and CMM are: 1) CMM's acceptance of paradox and 
reflexivity in communication as fundamentally normal, 
n°t necessarily pathological elements in communication, 
(defying the 'thou shalt not make paradox' prohibition 
of Russell's Theory of Logical Types which is axiomatic 
for M.R.I.), 2) the willingness of CMM theory to grapple 
with 'intra-psychic' meaning as one important level in 
the creation of social reality. 
As an example of the former, CMM extends the work 
of the original Bateson Team in emphasizing that meaning 
can only be assigned within context. In the example that 
reportedly led to Bateson's original formulation of the 
'report' and 'command' levels of communication (Bateson, 
1972), Bateson observed otters at play and noted that 
the messages that made up the play were the same as those 
that constituted fighting — bites and growls, etc., but 
that because they occurred within the context of 'play' 
they were read as playful rather than hostile. Pearce 
and Cronen, building on this but not stopped by the Theory 
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of Logical Types (which forbids a member of a class from 
simultaneously including that class) assert that indeed, 
sometimes a message or a speech act or a communicative 
'bit' will simultaneously mark and contextualize a large 
sequence — a particular bite may be 'too hard' or be 
misconstrued as such and play becomes fight. The par¬ 
ticular 'too hard' bite — one in a class of communicative 
acts — recontextualizes the entire sequence. In human 
interaction, messages such as "I love you," which 
usually occur in context as confirmatory and even pre¬ 
dictable parts of an episode, occasionally will serve to 
contextualize episodes and even larger levels (the "master 
relationship contract" in CMM terms). 
For CMM theory there are not the two levels of 
communication, report and command developed by Bateson 
and M.R.I., but a multiple level communicative matrix 
which is also inherently reflexive. Any level can con¬ 
textualize any other. Provisionally, the levels they 
offer are: message, speech act, episode, master contract 
and life script. 
The second difference; that communicative rules do 
not stop at the two person system and continue to levels 
'in the heads' of social actors may be troublesome for 
those steeped in the importance of the break made by the 
Interactive Theoratists from intra-psychic dogmas and 
148 
orthodoxy. It is not a return to that binding paradigm, 
however. It i_s as attempted answer to the 'black box' 
assertions of the limitations of useful theory (Watzla- 
wick et al., 1967). CMM provides a framework for observ¬ 
ing in interaction at least some of the intra-psychic 
rules of association and meaning creation that Interactive 
Theory excludes as not susceptable to reliable or useful 
interpretation. 
Methodological problems are raised here, in that 
CMM research does rely on subject self-report for some 
of their findings. However, the way this self-reporting 
is managed can be very productive as the focus is not 
on the content or the 'truth' of the content, but on 
the logic or rule governed nature of the responses. (The 
CMM response to questions about the unreliability of 
their self-reported research is to point out that observer 
imposed meaning is no more inherently reliable.) 
CMM1s Structural Rule Model of Communication 
Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) communications 
theory, sharing much of the epistemological foundation 
with Systemic Family Therapy Theory, offers among its 
other conceptual innovations, a 'rule model' for finding 
a way through the maze of contextual levels present in 
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all communication systems (Pearce & Cronen, 1980; 
Pearce, Harris & Cronen, 1982; Cronen, Johnson & 
Lannamann, 1982; Cronen & McNamee, 1980a). CMM differ¬ 
entiates itself from Interactional Theory (Watzlawick et 
1967) with which it otherwise has much in common in 
arguing that "there are an indeterminate number of hier¬ 
archical levels and the relative order among them may 
vary" (Pearce, Harris, & Cronen, 1982, p. 17) 
as opposed to Bateson's two levels, 'content' and 
'relational' in which the latter always contextualizes 
the former. In CMM, "The precise set of relevant con¬ 
textual levels is determined for each particular study: 
(Cronen & McNamee, 1980a, p. 8). 
In order to more rigorously answer the family 
therapist's question: Which level (most) supports the 
family system homeostasis (including the family/therapist 
supra-system) and on which level ought I to intervene?, 
CMM offers a way to 'map' interpersonal communication 
allowing for detailed analyses of what contextual levels 
are operating in a given interaction and with what 
"logical force." To complement the inferential search 
of family therapists for the 'rule of rules' of the game 
without end" (Watzlawick et al., 1967) that seem to 
characterize the painfully redundant patterning of some 
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families, CMM offers a way to do micro-analysis of key 
interactions. CMM allows for a detailed understanding 
of the act by act unfolding which can suggest how a 
larger pattern is formed and maintained. 
The structural rule model of communication provided 
by CMM is built on a powerful metaphor about hos indi¬ 
viduals process information into meaning in their inter¬ 
actions with others. The theory proposes two classes of 
rules, "constitutive" and "regulative." 
Two types of rules are distinguished; constitutive 
rules that define meanings within contexts, and 
regulative rules that assign degrees of appro¬ 
priateness to action (Pearce, Harris & Cronen, 
1982, p. 24) . 
Constitutive rules... specify how meanings at one 
level of abstraction 'count as' meaningful at 
another level... in a certain context, if specific 
antecedent conditions are satisfied, then meaning 
at one level of abstraction counts as meaning at 
another level of abstraction. For example... in 
the context of the episode 'playing the dozens,' 
if it is the opponent's turn, then an insult to 
my mother and an insult to my father both count 
as 'gamesmanship' (Cronen, Pearce, & Harris, in 
press, pp. 16-17). 
Regulative rules guide sequential action.... 
For example, ...in the episode of playing the 
dozens, if the opponent insults my parent, then 
it is obligatory to top his/her last insult in 
order to avoid the consequence of losing the 
game. Regulatory rules are cognitive reorgani¬ 
zations of constitutive rules (Cronen, Pearce, & 
Harris, in press, p. 17). 
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Four Logical Forces in CMM Theory 
Given this creative understanding of human indi¬ 
viduals as peculiar sorts of open systems engaged in 
processing (and creating) reality by assigning meaning 
to others' communication according to a variable hier¬ 
archy of contexts (constitutive rules) and in communi¬ 
cating with others according to variable and context 
dependent rules of appropriate action (regulatory rules) 
it becomes possible to understand the interaction of two 
or more people as the highly variable product of indi¬ 
vidual rule systems. CMM's structural rule model allows 
the researcher the possibility of specifying the 'logical 
force' behind the choice of each speech act of each 
individual within a given episode providing that something 
is known of the relational context of the episode, and 
enough of the episode is observed to be able to infer 
the constitutive rule structure of the participants. 
Four classes of variables exhibiting (variable 
degrees of) logical force have so far been distinguished 
by CMM research: 
Prefigurative Logical Forces. 
This set of linkages between context levels in a 
person's rule structure refers to occasions in which a 
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person's communicative act is 'entailed' by one or more 
contextual levels that 'prefigure' the act. For example: 
The previous message of my son's probation officer, 
"So where was Jimmy when I called last night after (his) 
curfew?" counts as intrusive 'questioning' in the context 
of 'my family's relationship to this and other human 
service helping systems'. In the context of my family's 
'life script' of 'who we are as a family'; might require 
a parent to answer "I never know where he is anymore." 
(See Figure 1). 
Practical Logical Forces. 
This set of variable context linkages refers to 
situations in which a person's communication act itself 
"prefigures" "subsequent definitions of self, episode, 
relationship and the consequent act" (Pearce, Harris & 
Cronen, 1982, p. 30). For example: given the previous 
message and context the parole officer might response: 
"I guess that's why Jimmy's on probation, Mrs. Jones." 
in order to "shake her up" and "reestablish respect for 
my position" in the context of a message that is read as 
'passive resistance.' "In general, prefigurative force 
is synonomous with the general usage of 'she/he did that 
because of,' and practical force with the general usage 
of 'she/he did that in order to'" (Pearce, Harris & Cronen, 
1982, p. 30). 
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A third class of 'logical force' variables has 
recently been established by CMM research into the 
reflexive qualities of human communication. 
Reflexive Needs. 
This set of variables "addresses the reflexive 
features of action -- specifically the extent to which 
conversants think they need a particular kind of response 
to maintain or alter a certain level of social context." 
(Cronen & McNamee, 1981, p. 9). For example: given the 
preceding dialogue and its context, the son (identified 
problem) in this family might respond (to parole officer): 
"You'll probably ground me for a month. I was only a 
couple of hours late, big deal." which response 'counts 
as' 'at this point there is something I need to hear so 
I can know who's in charge in this interaction.' The 
"big deal" might be understood as a prefiguratively 
entailed response congruent with his 'life script.' 
(I'm a tough guy so I can't just ask what's going to 
happen without being untrue to myself.) Depending on the 
context of the conversation his response could also be 
read, as an example of practical force or as an attempt 
to deflect the pressure placed on his mother. 
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Reflexive Effects. 
The fourth class of variables refers to the effect 
that responses are perceived to actually have on 
a person's construction of their social contexts.... 
The fourth class of variables... is called Reflexive 
Effects because it describes the way communication 
reflects back on the levels of social order that 
influence future choice of action (Cronen & 
McNamee, 1981, p. 10). 
Parole officer (given this actual response to his state¬ 
ment, which for him 'counts as' "What was just said makes 
me feel differently about what's going on between me and 
Mrs. Jones. She's not passively resistant, this kid's a 
bad actor and she's worn out trying to control him."). 
To mother: "I think it's time to think about a temporary 
foster placement for Jim until he's more in control of 
himself." 
As can be seen, the rules of two or more actors 
'lock together' to form the 'logic' of an interaction, 
and by extension, of a relationship. The above dialogue 
could be 'mapped.' as in Figure 1. 
The relationship between these variables has been 
investigated by CMM researchers in two way?. First, by 
observation and interview, researchers attempt to infer 
the relative strength of linkage 'oetween variables (Harris, 
1980). A second research straiegv is to translate 
questions of context linkage (between participants' life 
script and their acts, for example, or between acts and 
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consequences) into Likert type scales and allow partici- 
Pants to choose which variables were operating in their 
interaction, and with how much 'logical force.' 
Application of CMM Theory to this Study 
Specifically, in this research CMM theory was applied 
in two parts of the data collection and analysis process. 
In the first phase, a trained two person team of raters 
received a short summary of collateral case history infor¬ 
mation and observed the video tape of the first, circular 
questioning interview and attempted to establish the 
following: 1) What is the hierarchy of contextual levels 
operating for the family and the human service agency 
representative, respectively? 2) What (if any) are the 
key interactions of the interview episode that exemplify 
or illustrate the intersystemic 'logic' of the family/ 
agency supra—system? 3) Special attention was given to 
paradoxical communication 'loops' that seem to relate to 
the perpetuation of the family/agency 'multi-problem' 
enmeshment. 
For the second phase of the data collection effort, 
a Likert type scaled questionnaire with items appro¬ 
priate to the contextual levels that seem operative in 
the 'multi-problem' family/helping professional supra- 
system was developed from prior CMM research models and 
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administered to research participants to collect their 
self-rating of the logical forces operating in the key 
interactions of their first interview. (See Appendix A 
for a sample questionnaire.) 
In addition to the four logical forces, items 
relating to participants' senses of 'entrapment,' 
'valence' (how well they liked a given interaction), 
'confusion,' and 'typicality' (how typical is the entire 
episode) were included in the questionnaire to produce 
a richer micro-description of a communications system 
in action. 
This study sought the relationship between multiple 
levels of contexted meaning construal in the interaction 
of families and human service agencies in an attempt to 
construct in detailed form the logic of the "game without 
end" that seems to entrap participants in the 'multi¬ 
problem' family phenomenon. 
With Systemic Family Therapy theory and CMM theory, 
this study assumes that social reality is a communicative 
matrix co-created by open systems of different size and 
complexity in interaction. As systemic family therapists 
look for the underlying homeostatic rules that charac¬ 
terize family systems and CMM researchers seek to discover 
the interactive logics of communicative sequences; this 
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study looked for the rules and the logics that require 
certain patterns of behavior from the helpers and the 
helped, families and human service agencies in the 'multi- 
problem' family/helping service agency relationship. 
What sequences of messages and responses require and per¬ 
petuate familial clienthood? What synthesis of autonomy/ 
relatedness is implied and demanded? How do families 
and family helpers co-create and participate in enduring 
relationships under what rules of coordination and 
coorientation? 
This research seeks to test whether the phenomenon 
of the 'multi-problem' family can usefully be described 
as the unique conjoint product of the rules of two 
systems in interaction, neither of which are able to 
exert purposive control over the pattern. The next 
chapter, Methods and Procedures, details the ways in 
which systemic family therapy and CMM theories were 
combined to serve the purposes of this study. 
Section 5 
Summary of the Review of the Literature 
This chapter has reviewed and criticized four distinct 
literatures that bear/with narrowing concentric focus, on the 
concerns of this research. 
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Section One placed the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon 
in broad social context, using a neo-marxist perspective to 
argue that 'multi—problem' families have specific functions 
in the homeostasis of human services in a class ridden 
society. As illuminating as is the neo-marxist analysis 
of family life 'invaded' by human service and other experts, 
this study argues that it is insufficiently interactive to 
allow for the creative adaptations of some of the most 
'invaded' of families. 'Multi-problem' families may be 
defined by their label, but they are not merely victims 
of it. 
Section Two is a review of the theoretical and prag¬ 
matic literature, primarily from social work sources, that 
since the late 40's have first defined and then reported on 
efforts to treat 'multi-problem' families. Theoretically, 
the 'multi-problem' family construct is traced to the 
conformist social engineering sociology of Talcott Parsons 
in the context of the rapidly professionalizing human 
services reaching for ideological justification for expan¬ 
sion of their domain to 'resistant' families. Pragmatically, 
the three major treatment responses to 'multi-problem' 
families, the 'Intensive Casework', 'Case Conference,' and 
'Multi-Service' Approaches are reviewed and critiqued in 
light of their failure to attend to systemic interaction 
between client families and helping professionals. 
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Section Three reviews the contributions to the study 
of families in their social context made by systemic 
family therapy theory. An attempt is made to rework some 
of the fundamental constructs of this body of theory; 
'boundaries,' 'hierarchy' and 'life cycle,' to improve 
the fit of family therapy theory to the issue of families 
in interaction with human service systems. Two new 
constructs, 'generativity' and 'steering capacity' are 
suggested as useful in this respect. In addition, some 
of the prgamatic contributions of systemic family therapy 
attempts to deal with 'multi-problem' families are 
reviewed. 
Section Four discusses the contributions to theory 
building about inter-systemic processes made by the 
Coordinated Management of Meaning Communications Theory 
and research strategy. The Congruences and differences 
with systemic family therapy theory and the application 
of CMM derived procedures to this study are described. 
In the next chapter, 'Methods and Procedures.,' the 
specific research strategy of the study is detailed. 
CHAPTER III 
METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
Organization 
This research investigated (some of) the "demand 
characteristics" that influence, shape and facilitate the 
construction of the interaction of "multi-problem" families 
and human service agencies. It was as a result of a search 
for theoretical research approaches congruent with an 
examination of contextual influences on human behavior 
that more traditional, nomothetic research strategies were 
rejected. 
This study employed a case study method of persuing 
social research. The organization of this chapter is as 
follows: First is a discussion of a choice of case study 
methodology for this study. Second, the procedures used 
in this study are presented, including participant 
selection and data collection. 
Choice of Case Study Methodology 
In its most general definition, the case study is 
"any relatively detailed description and analysis of a 
single person, event, institution or community" (Sax, 
1979). Case study methodology was chosen for this study 
for two broad categories of reason. First, because the 
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exploratory nature of it seems to 'fit' with the new 
application of systemic perspective to the 'multi¬ 
problem' family. The 'multi-problem' family phenomenon 
has not yet been described in detailed fashion as the 
product of the communicative interaction of such labeled 
families and their human service context, and therefore 
an exploratory study seems appropriate. 
A case study cannot demonstrate the generality 
with which any theoretical formulation applies 
to a population. However, case study is an 
appropriate way to begin a line of investigation 
because it allows researchers to support the 
existence of the phenomena encompassed by their 
formulation and examine the internal consistency 
of their formulation (Dukes, 1972; Harre, 1970). 
The case study method is particularly suited to 
these questions because it permits detailed inves¬ 
tigation of actual social events not usually 
possible with nomothetic methods (Cronen & McNamee, 
1981, p. 14) . 
From this pragmatic perspective, a major advantage of 
the case study is its flexibility. Among other purposes, 
this study tested the application of a family therapy 
technique (circular questioning) for social researcn; and 
the application of a newly established communications 
research theory and method (Coordinated Management of 
Meaning) to a new population -- 'multi-problem' families 
and human service agency representatives, and to a 
communications field with more than two actors. In 
addition it tested the 'fit' of these two research 
strategies with each other. Following the argument of 
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Glazer and Strauss in The Discovery of Grounded Theory 
(1967) , a case study has the advantage of being openly 
reflexive. It can be a systematic observation of 
phenomena from a given theoretical perspective, which 
perspective can then be confirmed, modified, expanded or 
changed depending on its 'fit' with the empirical data 
collected. The detailed and intensive description and 
analysis of phenomena allowed for by case study methodology 
ought to confirm, reject and/or generate hypotheses de¬ 
rived from and leading back to the theoretical perspective 
(Sax, 1968). 
"Because the case study is often exploratory it is 
possible to examine new and perhaps important hypotheses 
that would not be uncovered in controlled investigation" 
(Anton, 1978, p. 120). That the 'multi-problem' family 
phenomenon is a product of intractably tangled and binding 
communication patterns between families and human service 
agencies is a new hypothesis and seems to require an 
exploratory research strategy. The following definition 
of exploratory study has been offered by Tripoldi, Fellin 
and Meyer (1969, p. 49): 
Exploratory studies are empirical research inves¬ 
tigations which have as their purpose the formu¬ 
lation of a problem or question, developing nypo- 
theses, or increasing an investigators familiarity 
of a phenomena or setting for more precise research. 
The intent to clarify or modify concepts may also 
be predominant. Relatively systematic procedures 
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for obtaining empirical observations and/or for 
the analysis of the data may be used.... the 
investigator typically conceptualizes the inter¬ 
relations among properties of the phenomena being 
observed. A variety of data collection proce¬ 
dures may be employed in the relatively intense 
study of a small number of behavioral units. 
Methods which are employed include such procedures 
as interviewing, participant observation and 
content analysis. Representative sampling 
procedures are typically not used. 
One subset of exploratory research is the combined 
exploratory-descriptive, or case study, research strategy, 
according to Tripoldi et al. (1969, p. 49): 
Combined exploratory-descriptive studies are 
those exploratory studies that seek to thoroughly 
describe a particular phenomenon. The concern 
may be with one behavioral unit, or several for 
which both empirical and theoretical analyses 
are made. The purpose of these studies is to 
develop ideas and theoretical generalizations. 
Descriptions are in both quantitative and quali¬ 
tative form, and the accumulation of detailed 
information by means of participant observation 
may be found. Sampling procedures are flexible 
and little concern is usually given to systematic 
representations. 
The most important part of the data collection 
procedures in this study consisted of two sets of rela¬ 
tively brief interviews. Because of the communicational 
context for the interviews, the human service agency 
representative's relationship representative with the 
'multi-problem' family, this study also partook of the 
advantages and disadvantages of 'field research' and 
'participant observer' studies. The families were 
selected for criteria that maximized the likelihood that 
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their relationship with the human service agency repre¬ 
sentative was a crucial one for them, involving such 
decisions as whether a family member will be removed from 
the home. It was expected, therefore, that the interview 
process would include at least some of the constraints 
documented by Myron Glazer (1980) in his article on field 
interview research. The Threat of the Stranger (see also 
Balaban, 1978, pp. 155-176; Henry, 1971, pp. 457-460). 
In the construction of a detailed description of 
the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon from an inter¬ 
actional perspective, which was the purpose of this 
research, the combined perspectives of systemicly trained 
family therapists and communications researchers trained 
in Coordinated Management of Meaning methodology were 
enriched by the scaled self-report responses of families 
and agency representatives. Given the likelihood of very 
real constraints of participants' willingness to share 
information as well as the 'normal' difficulty (or 
impossibility) of people engaged in communicative 'games- 
without-end' to comment on their engagement, it must be 
stressed that the self-report information, however 
quantifiable and nomothetic in appearance, was not eval¬ 
uated for its ability to 'prove' or 'falsify' the systemic 
hypotheses produced by the trained observers. Rather, 
the self-report data was used to enrich and extend the 
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overall 'interactive portraits,' the description of the 
rule structure or logic that characterizes each family/ 
agency matrix. Within this general proviso, CMM metho¬ 
dology, which provided (in adapted form) the scaled 
questions and interview techniques for the self-report 
aspect of the data collection has in the last several 
years, accrued a variety of research results with statis¬ 
tical measures that are usefully significant, while 
attaining social science norms of validity and relia¬ 
bility (Pearce & Cronen, 1980; Cronen & MeNamee, 1980). 
There is a second, more fundamental set of reasons 
that a case study approach was chosen for this research 
besides its practical advantages. An assumption from 
which this research proceeds, and which is shared by the 
dual theoretical perspectives that inform it, the systemic 
family therapy of the Milan Associates and the communi¬ 
cation researches of Coordinated Management of Meaning, 
is that: "human action can be understood only within its 
own context of socially grounded rules for defining, 
categorizing, and interpreting the meaning of our con¬ 
duct" (Mishler, 1979, p. 8). 
Social science research that proceeds from this 
assumption is not likely to be as 'productive' as standard 
methods of social science research of what Bateson (1972, 
pp. IX to XXVI) "politely" calls (Heuristic concepts" 
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that forest of constructs procuced by modern experimental 
social science — such: 
imperfectly defined explanatory notions which 
are commonly used in the behavioral sciences... 
[as] 'ego,' 'anxiety,' 'instinct,' 'purpose,' 
'mind,' 'self,' 'fixed action patterns,' 'intelli¬ 
gence,' 'stupidity,' 'maturity' and the like. 
Of these behavioral science constructs, Bateson says: 
About fifty years of work in which thousands of 
clever men have had their share have, in fact, 
produced a rich crop of several hundred heuristic 
concepts, but, alas, scarcely a single principle 
worthy of a place in the list of fundamentals 
[of established human knowledge]. 
Elliot Mishler, in an even more devastating critique 
of the "context stripping" sway of positivism in social 
science entitled "Meaning in Context: Is There Any Other 
Kind?" (Harvard Educational Review, Vol. 49, No. 1, 
Feb. 1979) quotes Koch's (1976) refutation of such dogged 
enthusiasts of 'the' scientific method — positivism — 
as Campbell and Stanley (1963). 
The application of the methods of physical science 
to psychology: "has been tested in billions of 
man-hours of research and of ardent theoretical 
thinking, scholarship, writing, planning, and 
• administration. It has been tested in hundreds 
of laboratories by many thousands of investi¬ 
gators.... The test has not been a sleazy one. 
In my estimation, the Milian hypotheses... [that] 
'The backward state of the (psychological) sciences 
can only be remedied by applying to them the 
methods of physical science, duly extended and 
generalized'" (John Stuart Mill, writing in 1743, 
quoted by Koch, p. 484) "has been abundantly dis¬ 
continued" (Mishler, 1975, p. 4). 
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Mishler continues his critique of research based on 
context-stripping procedures" (p. 3) by summarizing the 
position of Gergen (1973, 1976) who argues that "in social 
psychology... the laws found in both experimental and 
field studies are bound to their historical contexts and 
that the search for transhistorical laws is illusory" 
(Mishler, 1979, p. 5). "The continued attempt to build 
general laws of social behavior seems misdirected, and the 
associated belief that knowledge of social interaction can 
be accumulated in a manner similar to the natural sciences 
appears unjustified" (Gergen, 1973, p. 316, quoted by 
Mishler, p. 5). 
Pearce and Cronen also rely on Gergen's findings in 
their presentation of "The New Idea of Communication" and 
"Communication and the Human Condition" (chapter titles 
from Communication, Action and Meaning, 1980): "As Gergen 
(1973) noted, the social scientist functions more as his¬ 
torian than as discoverer of universal laws, in part 
because persons change when they are made aware of what 
they are doing" (Pearce & Cronen, 1980, p. 76) . And: 
Programs of research that describe the content 
or structure of social realities should be 
expected to be inconsistent.... Rather than 
showing causal relationship among variables, 
such studies serve the useful but limited 
functions of providing information about them¬ 
selves to the inhabitants of these realities and 
creating the public history of the various ways 
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of being human (cf. Gergen, 1973) (Pearce & 
Cronen, 1980, p. 307). 
Continuing his argument for social science research 
strategies that are cognizant of social context, Mishler 
utilized Bronfenbrenner's critique of research in 
developmental psychology. 
By comparing different studies, he (Bronfen- 
brenner) demonstrates that well-accepted findings 
on cognitive and social development are context- 
specific rather than having the generality claimed 
by investigators. Comparative studies of behavior 
in home and laboratory, for example, show that 
'patterns of parent-child interaction in the 
laboratory are substantially and systematically 
different than those in the home' (Bronfenbrenner, 
1977, p. 516) . 
Bronfenbrenner proposes a framework of social 
contexts from macro to micro levels, ...and he 
urges the inclusion of multiple contexts in 
research for the proper evaluation of the validity 
and generalizability of findings. According to 
Bronfenbrenner, the experimental laboratory is 
not a pure, context-free setting; rather, it is 
a particular type of social setting or 'ecological 
context' with its own specific contextual effects 
(Mishler, 1979, p. 5). 
Mishler continues his attack on 'context stripping' 
social science by noting the reservations of several 
writers to the traditional approaches that emphasize 
controlled laboratory condition. 
It cannot be assumed that findings from an 
experimental situation are any more context-free 
or universal than findings from other situations. 
Orne (1969) used the term demand characteristics 
to refer to factors inherent in experimental 
situations that influence subjects' behavior 
(Mishler, 1979, p. 5). 
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Jurgen Habermas, (McCarthy, 1978; Habermas, 1971, 
1974, 1979) as part of his monumental extension of the 
work of the Frankfurt School of Critical Sociology asserts 
that the context stripping and 'value blind' stance of 
modern social science itself ought to be looked at as a 
context. He relates mainstream social science to its 
logical positivist roots and situates positivism histori¬ 
cally as the heir of the Enlightenment: 
Positivist philosophy set itself the task of 
combatting pseudoscience in all its forms. It 
unmasked the normative — and thus 'noncogni- 
tive,' 'subjective,' 'irrational' — basis of the 
global views of man and society that were used 
to justify particular ethical and political systems. 
Masquerading as science and often even as a form 
of knowledge higher than science, these normative 
world views were actually a barrier to the progress 
of science and the rationalization of human life. 
Bringing to light their confusion of facts and 
values revealed their pseudoscientific, ideological 
character and robbed them of their power to blind. 
In this way the 'positivist critique of ideology' 
certified its continuity with the tradition of 
the Enlightenment, its committment to the centuries 
old battle of reason against all forms of ignorance, 
superstition, and dogmatism (McCarthy, 1978, p. 
4-5) . 
[But] as our civilization has become increasingly 
scientific.... Emancipation by means of enlight¬ 
enment is replaced by instruction in control over 
objective or objectified processes. Socially 
effective theory is no longer directed to the 
consciousness of human beings who live together 
and discuss matters with each other, but to the 
behavior of human beings who manipulate... no 
attempt is made to attain a rational consensus on 
the part of citizens concerning the practical 
control of their destiny. Its place is taken ?Y 
the attempt to attain technical control over history 
170 
by perfecting the administration of society, an 
attempt that is just as impractical as it is 
unhistorical (Habermas, from Theory and Practice, 
as quoted by McCarthy, 1978, pp. 7-8). ' 
Habermas's argument then is that positivism conceals 
a commitment to technological rationality behind a facade 
of value-freedom. "But this amounts to partisanship for 
a particular form of rationalization with far-reaching 
implications for the organization of society" (McCarthy, 
1978, p. 8) . 
As the subject of this study is the communicative 
relationship between some highly stressed families and 
some publicly supported human service agencies, it would 
seem to be important not to select a research methodology 
that would mask by its 'scientism' the a-priori perspec¬ 
tive of the researcher than the systems of human services 
in our society are precisely an "attempt to attain 
technical control over history by perfecting the 
administration of society." 
Beyond the points already made, that 'context 
stripping,' nomothetic social science conceals a set of 
normative and establishmentarian value assumptions about 
social reality (Habermas, 1971, 1974, 1979; McCarthy, 
1978; Mishler, 1979; Braginsky & Braginsky, 1974; Gouldner, 
1970), that it does not add to the fundamental store of 
human knowledge (Bateson, 1972; Mishler, 1979; Braginsky 
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& Braginsky, 1974), disallows or discourages the pro¬ 
duction of new theory that cannot be reified into counting 
procedures, (Mishler, 1979; McCarthy, 1978; Braginsky & 
Braginsky, 1974) and that it does not adequately account 
for researcher bias/interference because the 'scientific,' 
'objective' stance mystifies research as a social activity 
and furthers the artificial gap between researcher and 
researched (Braginsky & Braginsky, 1974; Mishler, 1979) 
there is the final point that most 'mainstream' social 
science is irrelevant at best to the study of complex 
social interaction. 
The descriptive, natural history, ecological phase 
of investigation has had a minor place in psy¬ 
chology, and this has seriously limited the sci¬ 
ence.... One might think that psychology would 
have become informed about the fundamental nature 
of the ecological environment in the course of 
its study of the context of behavior. But this 
is not the case... psychology has attended almost 
exclusively to those elements of the environment 
that are useful in probing the behavior-relevant 
circuitry within the skins of its subjects... in 
accordance with the principles of experimental 
design it has excised these environmental elements 
from the complexities of the real-life settings 
in which they occur (Barker, 1969, as quoted by 
Braginsky & Braginsky, 1974). 
From the emergent systemic paradigm of family and 
communications research, social reality is best described 
as an interactional process which is co-created by parti¬ 
cipants (Minuchin, 1974; Watzlawick et al., 1967; Pearce 
& Cronen, 1980; Pearce, Cronen & Harris, 1^31). Based on 
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the contributions of Bateson (1972, 1979), Weiner (1954), 
von Bertalanffy (1966), and others, this approach offers 
a way out of the blindfolded facticity of positivistic 
social science. While in the opinion of this writer, the 
new approach still suffers from a lack of awareness of 
historical and socio-economic contexts (this reservation 
is discussed in the review of the literature), it has 
already proven its ability to explicitly reintroduce 
meaning into social science research and debate without 
sacrificing scientific rigor. 
The epistemology of pattern (in Western thinking) 
comes from Pythagorous, Plato, and Gnosticism. 
In contrast to the Aristotelian orientation to 
things with quantified characteristics, the epis¬ 
temology of pattern is oriented to shapes, forms 
and relations. It looks not at objects themselves 
but at the 'pattern which connects' (Bateson, 
1979, p. 4). It is a relational reality in which 
the actuality of any 'object' is inseparable from 
the pattern in which it is embedded. The pattern 
or context is primary; the object within it is 
secondary. Patterns are assessed in terms of 
quality rather than quantity (Dell, 1980, p. 
329). 
The epistemology of pattern that underlies 
family therapy contends that classical determi¬ 
nistic physics is not a useful model or metaphor 
for human interaction. According to this view, 
there is no calculus of human interaction to 
apply to a great interpersonal billiard table. 
Similarly, individuals do not have quantities of 
inherent characteristics. Instead, humans behave 
with some regularity because of the patterns in 
which they participate. The pattern itself is 
primary and cannot be reduced for experimental 
analysis (Dell, 1980f P* 330). 
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Procedures 
Overview. 
This case study seeks to describe the workings of 
the 'multi-problem' family/human service agency communi- 
cational nexus from two interrelated perspectives: the 
systemic family therapy assessment approach of the Milan 
Group (Selvini-Palazolli, et al., 1978, 1980a, 1980b) 
and the communicational research approach of Coordinated 
Management of Meaning Theory (Pearce et al., 1982). 
Three families meeting an operationalized definition 
of the ’multi-problem' label were interviewed twice. 
The first interview was conjointly with a human service 
professional currently engaged with the family. In the 
second interview the family and the probation officer 
were interviewed separately. The first interview gathered 
information using "circular questioning" interview tech¬ 
niques (Selvini-Palazolli, et al., 1980a; Penn, 1982) 
that were susceptible to hypothesis formation and quali¬ 
tative analysis. In the second interview, using a struc¬ 
tured format, the family viewed portions of the video 
tape of the first interview selected by family therapy 
and CMM rating teams for 'exemplifying' inter-system 
patterns and filled out a scaled questionnaire. The human 
service agency representative who participated in the 
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first, conjoint interview, separately observed and filled 
out a questionnaire on the same video tape selections. 
The circular questioning interview techniques were 
utilized to generate a qualitative description of both 
the inter-systemic (family/agency) interactive patterns 
and the intra-familial functioning that support these 
patterns. Key interactions between the families and the 
human service agency representatives were selected for 
the participants to observe and give likert type scaled 
responses to, in the second set of interviews. This 
second set of interviews was observed and audio taped for 
additional information. 
Participant Selection. 
The research population of this study is defined 
as the supra-systems formed when 'multi-problem' families 
and public human service agencies interact. The term 
'multi-problem families' is defined for this study as 
families who met one or more of the following criteria 
at the time of their selection for this study: 1) One 
family member had had regular contact with three or more 
human service, special educational, mental health or 
criminal (including juvenile) justice agencies for two 
years of more. 'Regular contact' is defined as having 
active case status and four or more face to face meetings. 
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2) Two or more family members each of whom had had separate 
regular contacts with at least one human service, mental 
health, special educational, or criminal justice agency 
or program for two or more years. 3) The family presented 
a pattern of dependence on public or publically supported 
human services over three or more generations. 'Pattern 
of family dependence' is defined as 'regular contact' by 
the above definition for at least one family member for 
two or more years in each generation. This operationalized 
definition is implicit in the literature (Colon, 1980; 
Spencer, 1970; Orcutt, 1977; Dax & Hagger, 1977; Selig, 
1976; Minuchin, 1965). 
The families under study had one or more family 
members with active case status with one of three types 
of human service agencies: the probation department of a 
local district or superior court, an outreach family 
therapy service under contract to and receiving services 
from the local office of the State Department of Social 
Services, or the children and family unit of a local 
community mental health center. These agencies were 
selected because they are a significant entry point into 
public human services that are legally mandated or provided 
under threat of legal sanction (i.e., "Child in Need of 
Services" 'CHINS,' pre-CHINS, abuse and neglect cases, 
foster placements, residential placements, court-mandated 
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psychotherapy, and involuntary hospitalizations, The 
literature suggests that 'hard to reach,' 'multi-problem' 
families form a significant part of the case load of 
legally mandated services (Schif & Kalter, 1980; Minuchin, 
1965; Geismar & Ayres, 1958; Geismar & LaSorte, 1964; 
Overton, 1953, 1957; Geismar, 1973; Dax & Hagger, 1977; 
Selig, 1976; Colon, 1980; Mazer, 1972). Three families in 
interaction with human service professionals were studied. 
Prior to data collection, the researcher met with 
several experienced human service workers with varied 
caseloads in Hampshire and Franklin County, Massachusetts 
in the fall of 1982 to discuss the research and its method¬ 
ology, and to solicit research subjects. All established 
and required procedures for outside research with agency 
personnel and clients were followed; including obtaining 
permission and clearances from human service agency super¬ 
visors when necessary. 
All interviews with Court and other human service 
personnel were summarized in a journal of research 
contacts. Each human service worker who agreed to parti¬ 
cipate selected from her/his current caseload 'multi¬ 
problem' families that met the operationalized criteria 
defined above. Each of these families was mailed a letter 
inviting them to participate in the research (Appendix B) . 
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ihose families that agreed to participate were given 
a written protocol for their participation in the research 
outUri 1^9 the research process, what they could expect to 
occur, and assurances that their confidentiality would be 
protected (Appendix C). Each family was briefly inter¬ 
viewed without the presence of their probation officer or 
any other human services worker to ensure their full 
understanding of the project and heads of families were 
asked to certify their understanding. In addition, family 
members were asked to sign a release of information form 
for relevant collateral care information and permission 
forms for video taping the interviews with them. All 
other APA and University of Massachusetts Human Subjects 
research standards were met or exceeded. 
Data Collection. 
Circular questioning. This study employed a two step, 
dual focus process in both the collection and the analysis 
of data. It relied both on trained observer interpretation 
of communicative behaviours using established systemic 
family therapy procedures and on a quantitative analysis 
of selected communication sequences from data collected 
t>y procedures derived from Coordinated Management of 
Meaning Theory (CMM). The study sought to establish the 
patterns of context creation and meaning construal in the 
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interaction of roulti—problem1 families with human service 
agency representatives in an attempt to describe the 
'logic' of the "game without end" (Watzlawick, et al., 
1967, pp. 232-236) that seems to entrap participants in 
the 'multi-problem' family phenomenon. 
For the systemic family therapy aspect of data 
collection this study used the clinical interview tech¬ 
niques developed by Mara Selvini Palazolli and her 
colleagues (1980a); adapted for the purposes of research 
rather than treatment. Specifically, in the article 
"Hypothesizing—Circularity—Neutrality: Three Guidelines 
for the Conductor of the Session", the authors "elaborate 
certain fundamental principles of conducting the inter¬ 
view that..." [are] "coherent with the systemic epis¬ 
temology we have adopted." (ibid, p. 3). There are two 
reasons why this established set of clinical interviewing/ 
assessment techniques seem to lend themselves well to 
this research. First, the rigorous application of a 
systemic perspective to intra—familial and inter—systemic 
communication patterns is a 'good fit' with the overall 
hypothesis of this research, namely that the 'multi¬ 
problem' family phenomenon can be (better) understood by 
a systemic description of the communication patterns that 
involved. Second, both the researcher and available 
are 
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colleagues were trained in these techniques, so that . 
common perspective was brought to bear in the qualitative 
interpretation of data. 
Hypothesizing. "By hypothesizing we refer to the 
formulation by the therapist of an hypothesis based upon 
the information he possesses regarding the family he is 
interviewing." (ibid, p. 4). "The hypothesis, as such, is 
neither true or false, but rather, more or less useful. 
Even an hypothesis that proves to be false contributes 
information in that it eliminates a certain number of 
variables that until that moment had appeared possible." 
(ibid, p. 5, emphasis in original). Palazolli and her 
associates, by so emphasizing the value of 'hypothesizing' 
seek to help family therapists avoid being inducted into 
the powerfully coercive patterns of meaning construal 
created by family systems: "If the therapist were... 
to behave in a passive manner... it would be the family 
that would impose its own script, dedicated exclusively 
to the designation of who is 'crazy' and who is 'guilty,' 
resulting in zero information for the therapist." (ibid, 
p. 5) . For the purposes of this research, in the service 
of the overall hypothesis that the 'multi-problem' family 
phenomenon can be usefully understood by examining the 
interactions of such labeled families with their human 
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agency context, an initial hypothesis was formu— 
lated for each family and family/agency supra-system 
prior to the first, conjoint interview. This initial 
hypothesis, based on available case records and collateral 
information provided by the referring agency served to 
"organize all the confusing data attached to a symptom 
so as to make sense in the relationship context of the 
family" (Hoffman, 1981, p. 293). For the purposes of 
this research a family's 'symptom' was regarded as its 
long term and/or multiple-member engagement with human 
service helping agencies. This initial hypothesis, in 
order to meet the Milan group's standard of "systemic" 
"must therefore, include all components of the family, and 
must furnish us with a supposition concerning the total 
relational function." (ibid, p. 6). In addition, for 
these particularly labeled families, their relational 
context was taken into account in the construction of 
systemic hypotheses. (See "The Problem of the Referring 
Person," Selvini-Palazolli et al., 1980b, and "The Place 
of Family Therapy in the Homeostasis of Larger Systems," 
Imber-Coppersmith, 1982) . While rigorously constructed in 
order to assist the interviewer "in the tracking of rela 
tional patterns' (Selvini-Palazolli, et al., 1980a, p. 5) 
it was expected that the initial hypothesis would be 
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substantially modified or completely replaced by the 
data of interview. 
Circularity. "By circularity we mean the capacity 
of the therapist to conduct his investigation on the basis 
of feedback from the family in response to the information 
he solicits about relationships, and, therefore, about 
difference and change." (ibid, p. 8). The mode of 
'circular questioning,' also called 'gossiping in the 
presence,' developed by Palazolli and her associates for 
therapeutic interviews seems admirably suited for this 
research and its form and prescriptions were followed in 
the first set of conjoint interviews with families and 
human service agency representatives. 
"Every member of the family is invited to tell us how 
he sees the relationship between two other members of the 
family." (ibid, p. 8). In this study, of course, the 
system under investigation was family-plus—agency repre¬ 
sentative, and each person present was asked to comment 
on the relationship of at least two others. Keeping in 
mind the initial hypothesis about the ways in which each 
particular family and agency representative was 'hooKed 
into' each other in order to maintain their relationship, 
and following leads that were exposed by the progress of 
the interview, questions were asked with the following 
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guidelines: (see ibid, pp. 9-11; and Hoffman, 1981, 
p. 300-302). 
1. To penetrate the system's linear interpretations, 
blamings of 'madness' or 'badness,' questions were asked 
"in terms of specific interactive behavior in specific 
circumstances (and not in terms of feelings or interpre¬ 
tations) " (Selvini-Palazolli et al., 1980a, p. 9). For 
example, of a mother of an acting out adolescent, the 
researcher might have asked: "So, when Jimmy comes home 
after he's been drinking, what does your husband do? And 
how do Sissy and Junior react to what goes on between 
Dad and Jimmy?" 
2. Questions were asked "in terms of differences in 
behavior and not in terms of predicates supposedly intrin¬ 
sic to the person" (ibid, p. 9). For example: the father 
of an identified problem person (I.P.) might have said: 
"It seems like since Jim got himself on probation, every¬ 
body's trying to help, I guess, but it seems like there's 
a lot of busybodies leaning on us." 
Interviewer: "Who's putting the most pressure on you and 
what do they do that makes them busybodies. Give me some 
examples." 
3. Information was sought by asking questions in 
terms of ranking by various members of the family... 
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[about] a spscific behavior or- a spscific interaction.11 
(ibid/ p. 9) . Example: Interviewer to probation officer: 
From what you ve said it sounds as if it's sometimes hard 
to find out what's going on with Jimmy. If you need to 
locate him, who's most likely to know where he is -- 
Father, Mother, Sister, Brother, or you? Make me a 
scale from most to least. 
4. Questions were asked "in terms of change(s)... 
in behavior indicative of changes in the relationship 
before and after a precise event (diachronic investigation) " 
(ibid, p. 10). Example: To Sis: "Your mother said that 
Jim has always been trouble. But, what do you think, did 
your mother and father fight more before or after Jimmy 
got arrested?" 
5. Questions were asked "in terms of differences 
in respect to hypothetical circumstances." (ibid, p. 10). 
Example: To Mother: "Who in your family, after Jim, is 
most likely to get into trouble: Make a scale for me, 
from most to least." 
6. Questions were asked that, starting with the 
family/agency representative's definition of the problem 
would lead to "the gradual enlargement of the field of 
observation." (ibid, p. 10). Example: Interviewer, to 
probation officer: "So a six o'clock curfew is one of the 
conditions of probation. Let's say it's 6:30 and Jimmy's 
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not home, who in the family gets most concerned, most 
upset? To Father: "Mr. Smith, what do you think? When 
Jim breaks the rules, how do you all, as a family, decide 
that it's time to get outside help?" 
Neutrality. "By neutrality of the therapist we mean 
a specific pragmatic effect that his other total behavior 
during the session exerts.on the family (and not his intra¬ 
psychic disposition)." (ibid, p. 11). Selvini-Palazolli 
and her colleagues mean by this that the members of the 
family should not have a sense at the conclusion of the 
interview what 'side' the interviewer is on, despite 
questioning that will have revealed fundamental differences. 
This neutrality, necessary to sustain a metalevel perspec¬ 
tive from which new systemic hypothesis can be constructed, 
is a consciously aimed for goal and the result of an 
appropriately balanced use of circular questioning. "As 
long as the therapist invites one member to comment upon 
the relationship of two other members, he appears at that 
time to be allied to that person. However, this alliance 
shifts the moment he asks another family member and yet 
another to do the same. The end result of the successive 
alliances is that the therapist is allied with everyone 
and no one at the same time." (ibid, p. 11). As a con¬ 
joint interview with both family and a human service 
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agency representative could be expected to present some 
tension and jockeying for position because of the power 
relations involved, the neutrality of the interviewer as 
he asked questions to reveal the interactive patterns, was 
if anything, even more important, than with families 
interviewed alone. 
With small variations it turned out to be possible 
to ask the same 'trunk' questions of each family/helping 
professional system. From the following basic questions 
more system specific question areas evolved. 
1. "Why is the family, you all, involved with this 
helping professional?" (To someone else) "Is that 
the way you see it?" 
2. "What other helping professionals have your family 
been involved with in the past few years? Let's 
make a list. 
3. "That's quite a list! Help me get it straight. 
Right now, who in the family is involved with which 
helping professionals?" 
4. "Which helping professional or human service agency 
is most involved with this family? (To helper) 
"She/he says 'X' of 'P' agency is most involved 
with this family. Do you agree?" 
5. "When families are involved with several helping 
professionals and agencies, sometimes it can get 
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really confusing with all the different advice. 
Does anyone in the family feel confused about all 
that? Who most? Who next? Who least?" 
6. (To helper) "Who, in your opinion, most needs 
outside support in this family?" (Someone else) 
"Do you agree?" (Another family member) "What 
about you?" 
7. (To helper) "When you make a suggestion, who in 
this family is it most important to get to agree 
with you?" 
8. "'X' says it's most important to get 'Y' to agree 
with him to get a suggestion carried out. What do 
you think?" "And 'Z', do you agree?" 
9. "Sometimes in dealing with helping agencies it's 
important that you know what you want to get from 
them, to do more than just respond to what they say 
and do. Who in this family is best at dealing with 
human service agencies?" 
10. "What's the biggest problem that the family now 
faces that keeps coming up?" (To helper) "Do you 
agree?" 
11. "When this problem comes up, what do people do? 
What do you do? What does she do? What does he 
do? What does the helping professional do?" 
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12. "When this problem happens, which helping pro¬ 
fessional finds out first? Who finds out next?" 
13. "How do they find out? Let's take last time, who 
called who about this problem?" 
14. "When this problem comes up, who gets most upset? 
Who next? Make a list of most upset to least." 
15. "Which helping professional gets most upset when 
this problem comes up? Which one next?" 
16. (To adult family members) "Were any of your parents 
involved with helping professionals or agencies?" 
17. "If this family were not involved with helping 
professionals and agencies, how would things be 
different?" (To all family members) "Do you 
agree?" 
Following the communications axiom that non-verbal 
communicative behaviors are at least as important as 
verbal messages (Watzlawick, et al., 1967), the inter¬ 
viewer summarized his impressions of such behavior 
immediately following each initial interview. The video 
tape recording of each interview further rendered these 
non-verbal communication behaviors susceptible to 
detailed interpretation. 
Participant self-rating questionnaires. In a second set 
of interviews, participants observed and reported on 
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videotaped episodes from their first interviews according 
to interview protocol and analytic procedures derived 
from cm research. By analyzing this data, an attempt 
was made to provide an act by act, detailed description 
of the communicative sequences and patterns making up 
the 'logic' of the 'multi-problem' family/human service 
agency interaction. 
The levels of interactional context (to and from 
which participants assign meaning) were provisionally 
established as part of the hypothesis formation stage of 
the qualitative data analysis of the circular questioning 
interviews. Brief portions of the video tape that 
represented the major themes developed in the first inter¬ 
views were selected and screened for the family and human 
service agency representatives. For this second, self¬ 
rating set of interviews, the families and the agency 
representatives were convened separately in order to 
allow for less constricted interpretations. Family 
members under the age of 14 were not required to partici¬ 
pate in this stage, as this methodology, relying as it 
does on a degree of abstract thinking, has not been estab¬ 
lished for subjects 13 and younger. Depending on the time 
constraint of participants, the second set of interviews 
began with a showing of from 20 minutes to the complete 
tape of the first interview so that the context for the 
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selected episode and the interactive tone and atmosphere 
could be recalled. Participants were given question¬ 
naires and procedural instructions for filling them out 
(see Appendices D and E). 
The questionnaire contained Likert type scales 
reflecting the subjects' assessments of the four classes 
of regulative rule structure variables essential to 
analysis by Coordinated Management of Meaning Theory: 
Prefigurative force, practical force, reflexive needs, 
and reflexive effects. In addition, "casual sounding" 
explanations of each level of context thought to be 
operating in the taped episodes were written out and 
rehearsed so that interpretive explanations of the 
questionnaire items would be available and a modicum of 
uniformity across interviews could be maintained. The 
procedure called for each subject to apply the whole 
series of scaled judgments to each of his or her own 
messages, as well as to some other participants 
messages. The video tape was stopped after each inter¬ 
change to facilitate this. The families were not instruc 
ted not to communicate verbally during their message 
analysis task, and their behavior was observed for possi¬ 
ble clues of their awareness of their communicative rule 
structure. 
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Pre-Test. Because the CMM methodology has not been 
utilized for research with units larger than a diad, and 
because the wording of the scales was modified to reflect 
the possibly more concrete vocabulary and reasoning of 
the low income disadvantaged families that were the subject 
of this research, the inter-item validity of the procedure 
was pretested. A family with demographic criteria similar 
to the 'multi-problem' families of the study was asked to: 
a) complete the protocol on a recent episode involving 
an extra-familial person important to the life of the 
family, b) critique the questionnaire, its interpret- 
ability, wording, and scales and to suggest improvements. 
Following this discussion, but without prior announce¬ 
ment, a section of the questionnaire was readministered 
to test reliability. Following this pre-test admini¬ 
stration, the questionnaire was modified to improve 
participant comprehension. 
In addition, a slightly modified questionnaire was 
pre-tested on a class of public high school students in 
order to more broadly measure its validity and to further 
test the appropriateness of the level of abstraction in 
questionnaire items. The rationale for this pre-test, 
beyond testing for reliability and broadening the validity 
base, is twofold: All of the 'multi-problem' families of 
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the study had at least one adolescent. The test items 
needed to be designed so as to be meaningful to this 
important participant. Secondly, the literature makes 
clear the low educational levels attained by labeled, 
'multi-problem' families (Minuchin, 1965; Colon, 1979). 
A correspondence between low educational achievement and 
a relative lack of abstract reasoning abilities cannot 
be assumed, but the possibility needed to be provided 
for, by pretesting for comprehension of questionnaire 
items. 
CHAPTER I V 
RESULTS OF THE STUDY 
Organization of the Chapter 
This chapter has four major sections. The first 
section is an overview of the evaluation methods used in 
the research. It is further divided into discussions of: 
hypothesis formation, quantitative data analysis, synthesis 
of data, qualitative data interpretation, quantitative 
data analysis, and the reliability and validity of the 
measuring instrument. 
The following three sections present each of the 
three research family/helping professional communication 
complexes in turn. Each is introduced by a qualitative 
analysis including the family's relevant history, its 
current life context, intra-family and inter-system 
alliances and coilitions, and the transcript of the 
selected 'critical episode.' From this qualitative 
analysis are drawn quantitative research hypotheses. The 
results of these hypotheses are presented and discussed 
and each section concludes with additional post-hoc data 
analysis and a summary synthesis of the qualitative and 
quantitative data analyses. 
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Overview of Evaluation Methods 
Data in this study were evaluated and analysed in a 
three stage process; the first two of which overlapped 
and were integrated with data collection procedures. 
Hypothesis Formation Stage. 
Following the first set of circular questioning 
interviews with family/agency suprasystems, the video 
tape of these sessions was used as the basis for hypothesis 
formation by two separate sets of two person rating teams. 
Each team was given an identical verbal summary of collat¬ 
eral information about the interviewed supra-system to 
provide context for their hypotheses. The researcher 
participated in these tape viewing discussion sessions 
but did not share information between the teams at this 
stage. 
To evaluate the family/agency representative supra¬ 
systems required a general level of trained expertise. 
No effort was made to select inexperienced raters and to 
train them for this research. The two systemic family 
therapy raters were systemic family therapists each of 
whom has more than five years of clinical experience and 
each of whom was functioning professionally at a training 
supervisor level at the time of their participation. 
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The two CMM raters were qualified on the basis of 
research in CMM, publications and presentations, univer¬ 
sity levsl courses taken and taught, and familiarity and 
experience with the application of CMM theory to family 
research. 
A. Macro-hypothesizing. A search for the 'rule 
of rules.' A two person team trained in the 
Milan Group's approach to family assessment 
attempted to arrive at a systemic understanding 
of the family/agency relationship, using the 
'multi-problem' status of the family as the 
presenting symptom. 
1. As part of this effort, the 'Milan style' 
teapi selected nodal points, or key inter¬ 
actions that allowed them insight into 
underlying and longer enduring processes. 
B. Micro-hypothesizing. A two person team trained 
in CMM communication research selected episodes 
that seemed to exemplify the redundant rule 
patterns in the videotaped interview. 
Quantitative data analysis stage. 
A statistical analysis of the scaled self-report 
data from the second set of interviews was done by non 
parametric statistical means modeled on the Cronen and 
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McNamee (1981) procedures, which in turn relied on Rump's 
(1974) use of McQuitty's (1961) factor analysis and on 
Kruskal-Wallace random ordering of variance as particu¬ 
larly useful procedures in case studies. Post-hoc 
analysis done by means of inter-scale correlations per¬ 
formed by Spearman's Rho were then clustered by McQuitty's 
rank ordering procedures. The post-hoc clustering of 
inter-scale correlations for each respondent further 
illuminated the individual rule models that together 
constitute the homeostatic rule of rules. 
In most traditional statistical studies n = number of 
subjects involved. In this dissertation, because of the 
nature of the case studies, n = number of data points in 
each episode (speech acts), not the number of individuals. 
Synthesis of Data. 
A detailed 'portrait' of each family/agency supra- 
system is drawn from the hypothesis of the two observer 
rating teams, participant self-report data, collateral 
case data and researcher process notes. 
Layed out chronologically, the data analysis steps 
of this study were as follows: 
Pre-interview Milan style initial hypothesis ('a') 
from collateral case material and initial contacts 
made by researcher. 
1. 
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2. Post Circular Questioning interview hypothesis ('B') 
developed by Milan style observer team — meta-rule 
of 'rule of rules' about family/agency involvement. 
3. Selection by Milan style team of critical interacts 
which illustrate and support 'B'. 
4. CMM team selected key mini-episodes. Inter-team 
consensus reached to select episode shown back to 
families and helping professionals in self-rating 
CMM scaled questionnaires. 
5. Data from second set of scaled self-report interviews 
was statistically coded to: a. corroborate, expand, 
or disconfirm hypotheses developed in 'B' and; b. 
to provide a readout of the 'logical forces' present 
in the key episode and by extension of the meta¬ 
rules that they are hypothesized to support. 
6. Combined data from all the above was used to con¬ 
struct a detailed description (hypothesis 'C') of 
the patterned redundancies binding each family/ 
agency supra-system into 'multi-problem' status. 
7. Data from each supra-system analysis was compared 
across cases for trends and further hypotheses. 
Methods and Criterion Used in Interpretation of Qualitative Data. 
The researcher and two trained rating teams (Milan 
Style Family Therapy and the CMM), functioning as a consen¬ 
sus seeking team, reviewed the video tapes of the circular 
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questioning interviews and constructed an interactional 
assessment of the families and the family/human service 
agency supra—system. Specifically, the circular question¬ 
ing interviews sought to establish and were analyzed to 
provide the following categorical elements: 
1. A brief description of the family — including mem¬ 
bership, relevant history, and current life context, 
including a multi-generational perspective as 
appropriate. 
2. A description of the family and family/agency 
alliances and coalitions. 
3. A description of the family's ability to define re¬ 
lationships, particularly to define, maintain and 
manage family system boundaries. 
4. Similarly, for the human service representative, a 
description of her/his ability to define, maintain 
and negotiate the agency/family intersystemic boundary. 
5. A discussion of the interactional processes of the 
family/agency suprasystem describing its interactive 
'style': symmetrical and/or complementary interaction 
at the relevant levels of communication, including a 
discussion of the place of the agency representative 
in the life of the family — Is she/he seen as a part 
or member of the family?; and vice versa, the place 
of the family and particular family members in the 
life of the human service agency. 
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>. A description of the families' other extra-familial 
relations, with special emphasis on relations with 
other human service agencies and helping individuals. 
As a product of the above (1 through 6), a second, 
circular, relational hypothesis was constructed in 
the form of a hypothetical 'Rule of Rules' about each 
family's human service agency involvement. It in¬ 
cludes the presenting problem(s) which has engaged 
each family with its human service agency including 
"what meaning the symptomatic behavior has in this 
family at this time" (Hoffman, 1981, p. 294); and 
what meaning the problem behavior has for the human 
service agency. This hypothesis regarding problem 
formation and maintenance includes a discussion of 
the homeostatic and morphogenic capacities of the 
families and of the family/agency suprasystems with an 
estimate of their stability and potential for second 
change order leading to disengagement and an end to the 
family's 'multi-problem' status. This hypothesis was 
then compared for 'goodness of fit' with the quantita¬ 
tive results of the second, self-report CMM set of 
interviews. 
Method and Procedures in Quantitative Data Analysis. 
The data were analyzed by means of Kruskal-Wallace 
one-way analysis of variance, by Spearman rank order 
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correlation, and McQuitty's cluster procedure. The 
reasons for use of non-parametric tests are clear. First, 
the number of data points for each intra-family analysis 
were small, so the nature of the data was not amenable to 
tests based on the assumption that there is a normal dis¬ 
tribution. Secondly, there is no assumption that the 
scales, while reliable, yielded interval-level data. They 
clearly provided differences of a rank-order nature. Third, 
in this preliminary research to construct a 'portrait' of 
the communications patterns of 'multi-problem' families, 
the focus of data collection and analysis was on analysis 
within cases to discriminate systematic from random vari¬ 
ation. Generalizing to larger populations requires this 
first step and awaits further research. 
In this study no effort was made to make a prediction 
for every family member or helping professional for each 
variable (scale) of the questionnaire. The questionnaire 
acted as a 'broad net' of questions asked respondents for 
self-rating. Systemic Family Therapy assessment procedures 
were used to formulate a 'rule of rules' or 'Milan style' 
meta-hypotheses for each family/helping professional 
communications supra-system. From that qualitative analy¬ 
sis, research hypotheses were made and tested empirically. 
The dual use of 'hypotheses' is potentially confusing 
for the reader. The 'Milan style' meta-hypothesis acted 
as a descriptive 'frame' that allowed derivation of the 
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empirical research questions and tne 'fit' between the 
two sets of data amounted to a multi-method check of the 
descriptive power of systemic family therapy and CMM theory. 
Clearly, however, a 'Milan style' rule hypothesis is not 
of the same species as the kinds of research hypotheses 
statements that can be derived from it and subjected to 
empirical science. 
For the purposes of this study the 'Milan-style' 
meta-hypothesis is defined as the 'rule of rules' that 
trained family therapy observers agree 'requires' a given 
family to maintain its 'multi-problem' status. Such an 
hypothesis, while it shares the status of a wager about an 
existence claim with the traditional hypothesis of empirical 
science, cannot be directly tested without the use of 
clinical interventions which themselves can so change the 
communication system being observed as to render empirical 
results worthless. The empirically testable hypotheses 
which follow the 'Milan-style' meta-hypotheses about each 
family/helping professional supra-system are predictions 
about data that is quantifiable — respondents self-rating 
of their own interaction in key episodes as ascertained 
by a CMM derived questionnaire. 
Obviously the data generated by the questionnaire 
is amenable to a wide variety of forms of analysis, but 
the focus of this study was to test specific hypotheses 
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about particular family/helping professional suprasystems 
that emerged directly from qualitative observations. 
Reliability and Validity of the Measuring Instrument. 
The validity of the scales is not directly tested 
relies upon previous studies using highly similar 
scales and secondly relies upon the face validity of these 
scales. The scales in this study were administered in a 
Pre~test to a class of high school sophomores (n = 21) to 
establish reliability and comprehensibility. 
Results of the pre-test are shown in Appendix d. 
The pre-test of the scales used in this study showed that 
14 of the 29 scales reached .70 of reliability and another 
4 were better than .60. For the remaining scales, where 
correlations were low (on the order of .50) but where, 
for the purposes of the study it was felt necessary to 
include them, it would have been desirable to test these 
with another population. As another population was not 
available, advice from expert CMM researchers was used to 
modify scales and the questionnaire format to improve the 
clarity of the instrument, with the expectation of in¬ 
creased reliability. In addition, a family meeting the 
'multi-problem' criteria was administered a version of the 
scales and acted as consultants for their revision. 
Family One 
"An Old Fashioned Marriage, 
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With an Optimal Amount of Trouble" 
The first family interviewed as part of this study was 
the Reardons." This is a single (mother) headed working 
class family of Irish catholic background. They were 
referred to the research by "John Thomas," a District 
Court probation officer who, at the time of the interview 
had one of the two sons living at home, "Sean," as part of 
his active caseload. Sean, the Identified Problem in the 
family, was 16 at the time of the interview. There is an 
older son, "Danny," 23, married and living out of the home. 
Another brother, James, is 17, and the youngest child, a 
daughter, is Peggy, 10. 
Relevant History. 
Mrs. Reardon, Mary, was "always in minor trouble" 
(according to John Thomas) in her own adolescence. She 
married young, dropping out of high school. Her husband 
was described as an alcoholic, and at the time of the 
interview there had not been any significant contact 
between Mr. and Mrs. Reardon for a number of years. Mary 
claims not to know where he lives, although he resides 
in the same small town and the children visit him on an 
irregular basis. One additional fact in Mary Reardon's 
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background, whose significance is difficult to assess, is 
that she, herself, is adopted. Her adopted mother and 
father remain important sources of support. Interestingly, 
however, according to the referring professional, her 
parents are often triangled into conflict between the boys 
and between Mary and her sons, but only after the network 
of human service helpers has been exhausted. 
According to the family myth, the pattern of engage¬ 
ment with human service helpers followed the divorce. 
Mary: "I'm from an Irish Catholic family... very strict... 
I never was in the courthouse till I was divorced... 
(laugh). I've been here ever since." (As she said this, 
she looked at John.) First involved with human service 
helpers was the eldest son, Michael, deceased. By the 
time of his death, five years ago at seventeen (in a car 
accident in which he was probably drunk), the family's 
involvement was already well established. Mary: "I had 
more people at that wake from social services than I had 
family." All three of the living sons have established a 
long history of delinquent acting out behavior. Both 
Danny and James have spent periods in foster care. The 
major agencies involved with this family over the decade 
have been the Department of Social Services, District 
Court Probation Office, and special education services 
through the local high school. Other human services 
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involvement has included CHINS petitions on Michael, Danny 
and Sean for truancy, individual counseling for Danny and 
Sean through an outreach adolescent program (funded by 
D.S.S.), and short stays at an emergency shelter prior to 
foster care for Danny and James. John Thomas, the District 
Court Probation Officer, who referred the family to the 
study, has been involved with the family through each of 
the boys, in turn, over the last five years. At the time 
when he first became intensively involved, there were two 
human service workers heavily engaged with the family; a . 
social worker from the Department of Social Services and 
the District Court Probation Officer who preceeded John. 
The social worker confided in John at the time he assumed 
primary responsibility for the case, that she had become 
burned out by her overinvolvement with the family. She 
received frequent middle-of-the-night crisis phone calls 
and actively mediated intra-family disputes and protec¬ 
tively buffered the family's relations with other helping 
professionals. By contrast, the involvement of the 
Probation Officer at that time is remembered by the family 
as harsh and punitive. 
Current Life Context. 
The interview was conducted in the District Family 
Courtroom, which was a familiar and comfortable context 
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for all but the interviewer. Mary Reardon was a handsome, 
spirited woman with an easy and engaging laugh. Sean 
presented as an appealing youngster who seemed eager to 
please, though slightly less relaxed than his mother. 
Immediately subsequent to the taped interview he was 
scheduled for a session with John. The week prior, he 
and nis oldest brother, Danny, had been arrested for 
involvement in an assault and robbery. Both of them had 
already been on probation. Brother James was temporarily 
off probation, although he had recently been involved in 
an "informal" Child In Need of Services (CHINS) process. 
According to all three respondents, alcohol abuse was 
involved with all of the acting-out behavior. Sean: 
"That's how every crime I did... (Mary, overvoice; "and 
smoking pot") it was from... because I'd been drinking." 
According to John, this latest episode was typical, if 
slightly more serious, of the kind of trouble that the 
boys have gotten into. John: "Like this time, someone 
else was usually the instigator, the ringleader. There 
was another kid involved here, a bad one, and he probably 
thought it up." (Not part of the conjoint interview, 
quoted from separate 'background' interview with John.) 
Other offenses for which the three sons had been arrested 
include stealing parts from a junk yard, stealing from a 
parked car, and breaking into an unused summer camp and 
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stealing tools. John: "They always have some half-baked 
excuse. There's always been drinking before... they never 
resist arrest or really try to get away with it." (Back¬ 
ground interview.) 
Alliances and Coalitions. 
The partnership pattern between Sean and Danny seems 
well established. While denying active participation in 
the crime, Sean explained his reason for "hanging out" 
with his brother as being that he was worried about him, 
in that Danny had just lost his job and was expecting a 
baby. Sean: "I was trying to help him out." There was 
long-standing antagonism between middle brother, James, 
and both Danny and Sean, involving fist fights and other 
acting-out. The position of the daughter in the network 
of family alliances is unknown, although she seems to 
have been something of a "mascot," with good relations 
with all family members. As part of the family background, 
Mr. Thomas related that "people in the human service 
community expected her daughter, Peggy, to get into trouble, 
but I think she's just mischievious." Mary and Danny have 
a difficult history involving explosive outbursts on both 
sides. There is a family agreement that it is best that 
he left home, and could not live with his mother. A covert 
alliance is evident, nevertheless. Mary: "He's just... 
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sensitive end herd to telk to." Mery attributes his 
'sensitivity' to the feet thet he wes kidnepped et ege 12 
end witnessed e brutel repe while being held egeinst his 
will. Mery end Seen exhibited en effectionete end eesy 
reletionship with good-netured teesing on both sides. 
Both the interviewer end the reting teem observers of the 
video tepe commented thet the reletionship eppeered more 
sibling then perentel. John, en experienced probetion 
officer with systemic femily therepy treining, hed 
esteblished deep end significent reletionships with 
severel femily members. Seen (looking et his mother): 
"Well, see, when you tell us to mind, like we hefte be 
home et e certein time, nobody listens." (This is not 
seid defiently, but celmly, steting evident fects.) "But 
John, when he tells me to beheve, you cen tell he meens 
it." Mery "If Seen didn't trust John, I'd be in reel 
trouble. " 
Femily Boundery Menegement. 
In the opinion of the femily therepy reting teem 
observers, this is e femily thet effectively meneges its 
bounderies by serielly edopting e single "speciel" helping 
professionel into the role of husbend end fether. While 
there is no doubt of this femily's 'multi-problem' stetus 
by virtue of their decede-long engegement with multiple 
humen service egencies, — Mery: "If the femily wesn t 
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involved... it wouldn't be us!" (laugh). It is clear 
that they rely on a single important helping professional, 
John, to negotiate their engagement with other helping 
agencies who are described as hostile, stupid and "not 
really caring." The paradoxical feature of this family's 
adapted lifestyle can be summarized in a "rule of rules" 
(Selvini-Palazolli, 1978): "Mom can't handle 'active 
growing teenagers' (her words). By one or another of the 
sons getting into an 'optimum amount of trouble' (John), 
the firm and caring relationship with the necessary 'male 
figure' (Mary) can be maintained." This ingenuous homeo¬ 
static adaptation is facing crisis however, as each of 
the boys nears eighteen when criminal offenses are treated 
more seriously. (Danny, for the first time for anyone in 
the family, was sentenced to jail time for the latest 
episode.) 
Discussion of Qualitative Data. 
The rating team observers, both the family therapists 
and the communication researchers/ focused on an episode 
of the taped interview in which the interviewer 'fed back' 
a paradoxical feature of this system's homeostatic self¬ 
maintenance to itself. Interestingly then, the quantita¬ 
tive results for this family/helping professional supra- 
system measures the impact of what amounts to an intervention 
2Q9 
on the self-rating of their responses. The pre-interview 
initial hypothesis formulated by the interviewer prior to 
the interview was that this was a family that had learned 
to have recourse to external authority systems to negotiate 
intra-family crises attendant on the difficulties of 
launching teenage sons into the adult world. With addi¬ 
tional collateral information and intensive repeated 
viewings of the video-taped interview, the family therapy 
rating team deepened and made more specific that hypothesis. 
Both dialogue content and non-verbal signals emphasized 
the special relationship between Mary Reardon and John 
Thomas, the probation officer. (In response to the 
question "What would be different if this family were 
not involved with human service helpers) Mary Reardon 
(looking at John): "If we weren't involved?" (long puzzled 
pause during which the question was repeated), "If we 
weren't involved... it wouldn't be us 1" A few minutes 
later as part of a history of the family's human services 
engagement (again, looking at John): "If it hadn t been 
for the outside help we would have gone right under. 
The interview context was one that might be thought 
stressful, a post-arraignment meeting with her son's 
probation officer whose latest arrest constituted a 
multiple violation of probation conditions (besides the 
offense itself, for which Sean was later found guilty and 
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sentenced to extended and more intense probation, he had 
been forbidden to drink and to associate with his 
brother). Mary Reardon was relaxed, seemingly only 
slightly concerned about her son's acting out. She 
seemed totally confident of John's ability to handle the 
crisis her son had precipitated. Early in the interview 
the importance of the court context had been established, 
in answer to the question: "What is the most important 
problem for that family that keeps coming up?" John: "I 
would say that the most serious recurrent problem is the 
kids getting involved with the law..." Mary: "That's 
wThat it is, getting involved with the law, I hate that... 
(smiling, nodding to John) He's right, it's getting 
involved with the law, I just hate it." At the end of 
the interview, the interviewer attempted to 'feed back' 
to the system a comment on the paradoxical nature of the 
family’s relationship with John, the helping professional. 
The interviewer noticed that it was 'interesting' that 
Sean had gotten into trouble again just as his (and 
presumably his mother's) contacts with John had been 
diminishing. Sean and John were clearly discomforted by 
this comment and the interviewer thought at the time that 
Mary, at least at the point where she says: "Hmm, John 
and turns to him, was feeling the contradiction as well. 
However, viewing the incident (intervention) m context 
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(and without the investment of having delivered it) 
neither of the rating teams thought that she was in the 
least upset and merely turned the problem over to John 
for his management after her attempts at deflection had 
failed. It had the appearance, they argued, of a confi¬ 
dent and well practiced maneuver. While son Sean appeared 
slightly more anxious than his mother, he too was 
remarkably relaxed, considering the interview context. 
He, however, 'got' the intervention comment; Sean: "I 
understand that one." His role, requiring as it does that 
he get into "an optimum amount of trouble" (see transcript 
of the critical episode) subjects him to a formidable task 
of managing his awareness in such a way as to maintain 
the family's (and particularly his mother's) connection 
with John Thomas. 
For his part, Mr. Thomas exhibited perhaps the 
greatest measure of unease during the interview. In great 
part this can be explained by the fact that being inter¬ 
viewed rather than interviewing was a much more unusual 
situation for him than it was for his cheerful clients. 
In addition, as a student of systemic family therapy he 
knew the focus and interest of the research and immediately 
grasped the interviewers comments on the paradoxical 
homeostatic features of his relationship with this family. 
He is an experienced and thoughtful professional who had 
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succeeded over five years in reducing the frequency and 
the magnitude of the crises in this family spiraling 
around a decade-old pattern of delinquent acting out by 
the three adolescent boys. He had achieved that relative 
improvement by avoiding the typical trap of human service 
helpers involved with adolescents of allying with the 
teenagers against the parent. He clearly saw his role 
as a 'backup' authority, designed to strengthen and 
support Mrs. Reardon's own parental disciplinary efforts. 
This resulted in a comfortable and respectful reciprocal 
alliance with her. She clearly did not feel 'blamed' by 
him for 'failing' with her rambunctious sons. Yet, in 
the view of the rating teams, all this skillful and 
sensitive work had come to be utilized by the family 
system to maintain a pattern of periodic acting out 
behavior — precisely in order to avoid attenuating the 
special supportive relationship which the family, par¬ 
ticularly Mrs. Reardon, enjoyed with him. 
Rule of Rules. 
"An Old Fashioned Marriage with an Optimal Amount 
of Trouble" precisely summarized several of the rule 
constituents the family therapy rating team felt important 
in this case. The relationship between the helping 
professional and the family is characterized as a marriage 
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because that is how the warm and respectful relationship 
between Mrs. Reardon and John Thomas struck the observers. 
This is not to imply any inappropriate romantic engagement 
this was seen as a well-working parental partnership 
engaged in the difficult task of raising and launching 
teenage children. 'Old Fashioned' because John was not 
called on to intervene in or be a part of every small 
squabble, his authority and discipline was reserved for 
major episodes of acting out. When he was turned to, his 
firmness was clearly respected by all, including the 
miscreants. The CMM rating team thought his relationship 
with Mary Reardon partook of the parental, as well as 
husbandly, but that is also consistent with an "old 
Fashioned' (patriarchal) Marriage. Mary Reardon placed 
great stress on the 'strictness' of her family of origin. 
It is consistent with her values to find a strong firm 
man to help her raise her kids. Sean too, expressed 
scorn for other helping professionals who "just talk" 
(particularly a psychiatrist engaged by the school system, 
that had clearly made him uncomfortable with efforts to 
encourage insight) while approving and respecting John's 
authority and firmness. Even allowing for Sean's 
'buttering up' of John prior to an anticipated limit 
setting and disciplinary session, this was a remarkable 
tribute to John's earned authority in this family. It 
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seems that his very professional distance and lack of 
overt enmeshment (contrasting markedly with other pro¬ 
bation officers in the interviewer's experience) has been 
incorporated by this family's system of meaning as 
appropriate behavior for a strong husband and father, 
busy with his own work, but firm and caring in his 
approach to the family when 'really needed'! As to why 
this 'marriage' was utilized as a stabilizing solution 
to this family's crisis, rather than a 'real' marriage, 
it can only be speculated that for a strictly raised 
Irish Catholic, the prior divorce may have represented a 
traumatic 'failure' within the meaning system of Mary 
Reardon's family of origin (where she was already, 
according to John Thomas "the black sheep of the family"). 
It may be sufficient explanation that a good 'old 
fashioned' man -- one of gentle confident strength who 
allows and supports a broad sphere of autonomy and inde¬ 
pendence in the home for his 'wife' is hard to find. 
Probably the most satisfactory explanation for the 
stability of this relationship is that it 'works.' 
Entering the family system when he did, at a time of 
unparalled stress after the death of the eldest son, when 
the family was engaged in a difficult triangle with an 
enmeshed and exhausted social worker and a stern and 
punitive probation officer (surrogate 'parents'?), John’s 
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firm and caring authority provided a measure of stability 
(particularly in negotiation with other helping systems 
and professionals) that allowed the next oldest son to 
leave home. However troubled his life now is, that 
launching succeeded — he married and gained adult employ¬ 
ment (Danny was also convicted for the assault and robbery, 
and for the first time in the family will serve time — 
six months in jail). The fact that a relationship of such 
value became well enough integrated into the family system 
that adaptive behaviors — 'an optimum amount of trouble' 
-- arose to maintain it is not the "fault" of anyone, 
though the consequences of repeated delinquent acting out 
threaten to grow steadily more serious as the boys turn 
eighteen and adult sentencing replaces juvenile court 
processes. As an additional possibility it should not be 
overlooked that for the boys, drunken and irresponsible 
acting out may be a way of loyally keeping their real 
father present in the family system as well as main¬ 
taining the special relationship with John. 
Transcript of Family One Critical Episode. 
Interviewer (I): How often were you seeing him? 
Sean (S): Every... (to John) what was it, every week? 
John (J): It varies. It varied over the last couple of 
years. It can be as little as once a month or 
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as often as a couple of times a week. But 
this is a small town. You tend to run into 
people. 
Mary Reardon (M): So he was already on probation. 
I (to S): Do you feel like you were maybe getting a 
little less attention before this last incident? 
S: I felt I was doing good, 'cause I really 
didn't have to see him that often. 
M: Maybe we should explain the circumstances, how 
it happened... They'd been drinking, so they 
did something foolish 'cause they'd been 
drinking. 
S: That's how every crime I did... (M, over¬ 
voice: "and smoking pot") it was from... 
because I'd been drinking. 
M: I knew Danny was. I could tell when I went 
into the police station. (S, voice over: 
"drank a case of beer") See it was... you 
know 'cause Danny's expecting a baby. 
I (to S): But you also said you hadn't been seeing John 
that much and as a result of what you did, 
getting drunk, you're going to be seeing a lot 
of him for a while now. It's interesting. 
3. (Pause) I understand that one (looking at 
Mother). 
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M: (Laughs, looks at John). Hmm, John. 
J: (Pause) I think he's smart enough that he 
could get into a more optimal amount of 
trouble. In terms of... if it ever... the 
suggestion that getting into trouble is a 
way of seeing more of me. (I, interjects: 
"could have chosen his trouble better?") He 
could have chosen his trouble a little better 
to where he could see me without being in 
quite as much trouble... 
M: It was really a spur of the moment thing when 
it happened. 
Quantitative Hypotheses. 
Flowing from the 'Milan style' hypothesis that 
the 'rule of rules' that characterizes this family is a 
de facto 'marriage contract' — an 'Old Fashioned 
Marriage' with strong interdependent linkages between 
Mrs. Reardon and John Thomas, the probation officer, 
predictions were made regarding the ways in which the 
subjects self-rated their own interactions. Because the 
critical episode chosen by the rating team was the reaction 
to a comment on the paradoxical nature of the family/ 
helping professional relationship, an 'intervention,' and 
because it seemed to 'register' differentially among the 
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respondents, it could be predicted that Mrs. Reardon was 
unperturbed in her confidence that John would be able to 
handle what amounted to 'just another' challenge from an 
'outsider' (the interviewer) to that relationship, that 
the helping professional, John, was somewhat shaken and 
'trapped feeling' by the comment on his role in the family 
and that son Sean would register the most impact. While 
for Mrs. Reardon the Rule of Rules is unproblematic and 
for John Thomas it represents at most a mildly embar¬ 
rassing aspect of a 'successful case,' for Sean it contains 
an injunction that to be a 'good son' — keeping John 
involved with the family as 'husband/father' requires him 
to occasionally be a 'bad son' — misbehave enough to 
require John's intervention. This task requires delicate 
balances both of behavior and of awareness, with severe 
consequences for mistakes on either side. 
Because of the stability of the 'marriage relation¬ 
ship,' the interviewer's 'feeding back' of the paradoxical 
nature of the system, should be 'shrugged off' more easily 
by Mary Reardon and John Thomas than by Sean. Thus the 
following hypotheses: 
HI: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they were 
influenced by the interview episode in their 
thinking about the family, such that Sean will 
be more greatly influenced than his mother or 
the helping professional (Scale F2) . 
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H2. There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which their self 
image was affected by the interview episode, 
such that Sean's self image will be more 
greatly affected than either his mother's or 
the helping professional's (Scale FI). 
H3: There is a significant difference between 
Sean and his mother in the degree to which 
their thinking about the helping professional 
was affected by the interview episode, such 
that Sean's thinking will be more greatly 
affected than will his mother's (Scale F3). 
Both the family therapy and the CMM rating teams saw 
the son in the family facing a continuingly difficult and 
inherently confusing task of 'being bad' in order to be 
good' — acting out in order to keep his mother and his 
family connected with the helping professional. Thus: 
H4: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree of self-confusion 
during the interview episode, such that Sean 
will be more confused about himself than 
will his mother or the helping professional 
(Scale G5). 
Two lines of reasoning produced the next hypothesis: 
First, the non-verbally expressed but evident discomfort 
of the helping professional, produced, it was felt, both 
by the interviewer's commenting on the homeostatic 
function of his relationship with the family and by the 
unusual (for him) context of being an interviewee rather 
than interviewer. Secondly, it was argued that the focus 
of the critical episode on the paradoxical loop tying 
the family to the helping professional, revealed to the 
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son, if only temporarily, the 'trap' of which his mother 
remained determinedly unaware. Thus: 
H5: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they felt 
trapped by the interview episode, such that 
John, the helping professional, will be the 
most greatly trapped, and Sean will be more 
greatly trapped than will his mother (Scale 
El) . 
Because of what the family therapy rating team 
perceived as the helping professional's frustration with 
this family in light of the interview context (Sean's 
recent law breaking episode) and a belief that his 
professional status would allow him somewhat greater 
'objectivity' to comment on 'the kind of family this is' 
in light of the interviewer's comment on the homeostatic 
loop that seemed to tie this I.P. son to him, the following 
prediction was made: 
H6: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they felt 
trapped by 'the kind of family this is' such 
that John, the helping professional, will more 
greatly feel trapped than will Sean or his 
mother (Scale E2). 
The rating team perceived a clear difference between 
mother and son in both non-verbal reactions and verbal 
content in the degree of impact of the interviewer's 
comment on the seeming paradox that Sean's getting into 
trouble resulted in renewed contact with the helping 
professional. The sense that the son 'got it' (at least 
temporarily) led to the following: 
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H?: There is a significant difference between 
Sean and his mother in the degree to which 
they felt trapped by their relationship with 
John, the helping professional, such that 
Sean will feel more greatly trapped than will 
his mother (Scale E4). 
H8: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they were 
confused about 'the kind of family this is,' 
such that Sean will be more greatly confused 
than will his mother or the helping profes¬ 
sional (Scale Gl). 
H9: There is a significant difference between 
Sean and his mother in the degree to which 
they are confused about their relationship 
with John, the helping professional, such 
that, Sean will be more greatly confused 
than will his mother (Scale G3). 
H10: There is a significant difference between indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they were 
influenced by the direction of the conversation 
in the episode, such that Sean will be more 
greatly influenced than his mother or the 
helping professional (Scale H). 
Quantitative Results. 
Mean ranks for all variables discussed are shown in 
Table 1. The results of hypotheses tests for Family One 
are as follows: 
Hypothesis One was confirmed (see Scale F2, K-W = 9.875, 
p = .007) . There was a significant difference among 
individuals on the degree to which the episode 
influenced their thinking of the family. Consistent 
with the prediction, Sean was more influenced by the 
episode than were his mother or the helping pro¬ 
fessional . 
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Hypothesis Two was confirmed (see Scale FI, K-W = 13.026, 
p = .001). There was a significant difference among 
individuals in the degree to which their self image 
was affected by the interview episode. Consistent 
with the prediction, Sean's self image was more 
affected than was his mother's or the helping 
professional. 
Hypothesis Three was confirmed (see Scale F3, K-W = 6.056, 
p = .014). There was a significant difference 
between Sean and his mother in the degree to which 
the episode affected their thinking about the 
helping professional. Consistent with the pre¬ 
diction, Sean was more greatly affected than was his 
mother. 
Hypothesis Four was confirmed (see Scale G5, K-W = 12.972, 
p = .002). There was a significant difference among 
individuals in the degree of self-confusion during 
the interview episode. Consistent with the pre¬ 
diction, Sean was more confused about himself than 
was his mother or the helping professional. 
Hypothesis Five was confirmed (see Scale El, K-W = 12.185, 
p = .002). There was a significant difference among 
individuals in the degree to which they felt trapped 
by the interview episode. Consistent with the pre¬ 
diction, John felt the most greatly trapped, and 
Sean felt more trapped than did his mother. 
Hypothesis Six, that John would most greatly feel 
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trapped by 'the kind of family this is,' was not 
confirmed. There was a significant difference 
among individuals (see Scale E2, K-W = 11.379, p = 
.003), however, the direction of differences was not 
that which was predicted. Son Sean was more trapped 
than his mother or the helping professional. 
Hypothesis Seven was confirmed (see Scale E4, K-W = 7.657, 
p = .006). There, was a significant difference 
between Sean and his mother in the degree to which 
they felt trapped by their relationship with John, 
the helping professional. Consistent with the 
prediction, Sean was more greatly trapped than was 
his mother. 
Hypothesis Eight was confirmed (see Scale G1, K-W = 9.925, 
p = .007). There was a significant difference among 
individuals in the degree to which they were confused 
about "the kind of family this is." Consistent with 
the prediction, Sean was more greatly confused than 
was his mother or the helping professional. 
Hypothesis Nine was confirmed (see Scale G3, K-W - 4.402, 
p = .036). There was a significant difference between 
Sean and his mother in the degree to which they were 
confused about their relationship with the helping 
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professional. Consistent with the prediction, Sean 
was more greatly confused than was his mother. 
Hypothesis Ten, the Sean would be more greatly influ¬ 
enced by the direction of the conversation in the 
episode than his mother or the helping professional, 
was not confirmed (see Scale H, K-W = 1.823, p = 
.402). The right order of rank was predicted, but 
the difference was not significant. 
Discussion. 
This case provides an instructive object lession for 
systemic family therapists engaged with 'multi-problem' 
families; successfully joining a family system in the 
service of change can lead to a new problematic homeo¬ 
stasis . 
Hypotheses 1,2, 3 and 5 relied on the same basic 
rationale. It was predicted that because of the stability 
of the 'marriage' relationship, the interviewer's 'feeding 
back' of the paradoxical nature of the system was 'shrugged 
off' more easily by Mary Reardon and John Thomas than by 
Sean. This successful prediction measures, in effect, the 
impact of an intervention. At least in this instance, it 
can be shown to have been differential in its impact on 
different members of the system. Further research using 
CMM derived tools may assist family therapy researchers 
226 
— 
in understanding how interventions can be constructed to 
fit each family member more closely. 
It is interesting to note that Hypothesis 3, which 
predicted the powerful reflexive effect of the critical 
episode (the intervention), implies that at least in this 
system, the symptomatic family member, whose behavior 
embodies the 'being good by being bad' paradox -- knowing 
how and when to get into an "optimum amount of trouble" to 
keep the 'marriage' intact — has greater sensitivity as 
an interactional barometer. Perhaps this is because the 
role of homeostatic 'I.P.' requires much more competence 
and discretion in the management of awareness than more 
stable single tracked interactional participants. 
The fourth hypothesis (son Sean's greater confusion 
than his mother or the helping professional), was 
hazarded not on any particular bewilderment evident in 
the interview but on the theory that the difficult task 
of awareness management, the son's role as the identi¬ 
fied problem person , must have produced confusion 
particularly when he was confronted by the necessary 
contradictions of his behavior. In general, son Sean s 
scores, which 'flip flop' or vary widely across the 
episode show him to be highly sensitive to the speaker 
and the immediate context (at least in his own scoring 
of his own reactions). This is consistent with systemic 
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family therapy descriptions of family 'I.P.'s (identified 
or scapegoated problem persons) as accurate barometers of 
system stress and change (see Selvini-Palazolli et al., 
1978; Hoffman, 1982; Haley, 1978). 
Hypothesis 6 was offered because of the evidence, 
primarily non-verbal, that John Thomas, the helping pro¬ 
fessional, was more guarded and cautious in his partici¬ 
pation in the interview. The guess is that this was 
because it was an unusual situation for him with elements 
of having his professional work 'judged' by the inter¬ 
viewer . 
Hypothesis 7, one of the two failed predictions for 
this family, was made on the basis that the helping 
professional's frustration with "the kind of family this 
is" would have led him to fear entrapment. However, 
because in the critical episode the interviewer 'fed 
back' to the family system the inference that it is the 
very nature of the family's ties to the helping pro¬ 
fessional that requires the symptomatic behavior, the 
'I.P.', Sean, consistent with other results, was much 
more sensitive to the trap imposed by the paradox. There¬ 
fore, at least for the duration of the episode, it was he 
who was much more trapped by "the kind of family this is. 
The positive results of Hypothesis 7, that son Sean 
felt much more trapped in his relationship with the helping 
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professional than did his mother, confirms this line of 
reasoning. 
It was the confusion engendered by son Sean's 
realizations of the paradox about "the kind of family 
this is" that allowed for the successful prediction in 
Hypothesis 8. A similar logic led to Hypothesis 9, that 
Sean was more confused about his relationship with the 
helping professional than was his mother. 
Finally, in Hypothesis 10, the fact that son Sean 
was not significantly more influenced by the direction 
of the episode than his mother or the helping professional, 
despite all the prior differences, points to the possi¬ 
bility that his apprehension of the 'intervention' 
commenting on the paradox inherent in the family/helping 
professional relationship was a temporary rending of the 
systemic homeostasis, in all likelihood easily repaired. 
McQuitty Cluster Analyses. 
McQuitty Cluster Analyses for all persons in this 
section are shown in Table 2. (Note: These correlations 
were made only on the C through E scales of the question¬ 
naire, as only on these scales did all respondents answer 
on each speech act.) 
Mary Reardon, the mother, had a single cluster which 
straightforwardly revealed her reliance on John, the 
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TABLE 2 
SPEARMAN CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS 
FOR FAMILY ONEa 
Highest rs Highest rs^ 
Within Cluster Outside Cluster 
Mary Reardon 
Cluster 1 
Scale Cl 
E5 
E5 
E4 
Cluster 2 
Scale C6 
E3 
E3 
C3 
Cluster 3 
Scale Dl 
C5 
Dl 
El 
Sean Reardon 
Cluster 1 
Scale Cl 
C3 
Cl 
C5 
Cl 
C4 
Cl 
Dl 
Dl 
C6 
.67 with E5 
.67 with Cl 
-.67 
-.67 with E5 
.65 with E3 
.65 with C6 
.51 with C3 
.51 with E3 
.56 with C5 
.56 with Dl 
.51 with El 
.51 with Dl 
.65 with C3 
.65 with Cl 
.64 with C5 
.65 with Cl 
-.51 with C4 
-.51 with Cl 
.48 with Dl 
.48 with Cl 
.69 with C6 
.69 with Dl 
-.41 with C5 
.23 with C3 
.23 with C3 
.41 with C5 
.50 with Cl 
.38 with E2 
.38 with E2 
.37 with C4 
.32 with C4 
-.32 with C6 
.43 with C2 
.32 with C4 
-.32 with C6 
.21 with C2 
-.21 with E2 
.29 with C2 
.40 with C2 
.29 with C2 
.33 with E3 
.29 with C2 
-.31 with E3 
.29 with C2 
.28 with E3 
.28 with E3 
.44 with C2 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests - 8. 
Each analysis is based on 11 speech acts.** 
b Non-significant, except as noted: * p < .1, P .05 
TABLE 2aa 
Highest rs Highest rs 
Within Cluster Outside Cluster*3 
John Thomas 
Cluster 1 
Scale El .94 
E3 .94 
* El .70 
E2 .70 
E3 .69 
E2 .69 
Cluster 2 
Scale C5 .64 
Dl .64 
C4 .56 
E5 .56 
C4 .51 
C2 .51 
with E3 -.26 with C5 
with El .24 with C6 
with E2 
-.26 with C5 
with El 
-.29 with C3 
with E2 .24 with C6 
with E3 -.29 with C5 
with Dl -.47 with C4 
with C5 .35 with C6 
-.35 with C4 
with E5 -.47 with C5 
with C4 .50 with El, E3 
with C2 -.47 with C5 
with C4 .31 with C3 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests = 8. 
Each analysis is based on 11 speech acts, 
b Non-significant, except as noted: * p < .1, ** p < .05 
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helping professional. There were significant correlations 
between her need for clarity from the helping professional 
(Scale Cl) and about her family (Scale C2), other helping 
professionals (Scale C3), herself (Scale C5), the direction 
of the conversation (Scale C6), and "about a particular 
family member" (Scale C4 — presumably, though not 
necessarily, son Sean). All these correlations were 
significant (rs = .74, p = .005) except for the last 
(Cl with C4, rs = .50, p = .059) . In short, Mrs. Reardon's 
construction of clear meaning about her family, herself, 
other helping professionals, and specific family members 
all relied on a clear relationship with John Thomas. 
For John Thomas, there were two significant clusters. 
His need for clarity about the way the conversation was 
going (Scale C6) strongly correlated with his feeling 
about being trapped by the way the conversation (rs = .94, 
p = .001) . The rule here might be 'the more I feel 
trapped by the way this episode is going,' presumably the 
intervention, 'the more I need to hear something that 
will clarify things.' The second cluster was a negative 
correlation between the degree to which he liked what was 
just said (Scale Dl), and his feeling of being trapped 
by his relationship with a particular family member 
(Scale E3 — presumably Mrs. Reardon) (rs = .53, p = . 049) 
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The rule here might be 'the more I like the way the 
episode is going, the less I feel trapped by Mary 
Reardon.' 
Son Sean offered three clusters, two of which were 
related. Taken together they provide an interesting 
insight into his way of constructing social meaning. The 
first cluster related his 'feeling of being trapped' 
about his family (Scale E2) with his need for clarity 
about other helping professionals (Scale C3) and himself 
(Scale C5) and his feeling of entrapment with a particular 
family member (Scale E3, presumably his mother) (E2 with 
E3, rs = .55, p = .041; E2 with C3, rs = .75, p = .004; 
C3 with C5, rs = -.56, p = .036). Construction of a 
rule from this cluster requires the assumption that the 
phrase 'other helping professionals' stands for Sean's 
being in trouble. His history of multi-agency involve¬ 
ment, as well as the context of the interview, makes 
this reasonable. So: 'the more I feel trapped by the 
kind of family this is' the more 'I need clarity about 
getting into trouble.' Furthermore, 'the more I feel 
trapped about the kind of family this is the more I 
feel trapped in relating to my mother.' Finally, 'the 
clearer I am about why I'm in trouble, the more I need 
clarity about myself.' 
233 
Sean's second cluster related his need for clarity 
about a particular member of the family (Scale C4, — 
presumably his mother) with both his need for clarity 
about the direction of the episode (Scale C6) and the 
degree to which he likes what is being said (Scale Dl) 
(C4 Dl, rs = .73, p = .008; C4 with C6, rs = .62, 
P = .021). This rule might be stated as 'the better I 
like what's being said, the more I need clarity about 
Mom, and need to know where this conversation is going.' 
This rule reflects Sean's enjoyment of the temporary 
insight produced by the intervention, but makes clear 
that it must not be allowed to threaten his mother. One 
might say that this rule reveals a 'portrait of enmesh- 
ment.' 
Hi-S final cluster, related to the one just discussed, 
is the negative correlation between his need for clarity 
from John (Scale Cl) with both his need for clarity 
about his family (Scale C2) and his feeling about being 
trapped by his family's relationship with other helping 
professionals (Scale E5) (Cl with C2, rs = -.52, p = .05; 
Cl with E5, rs = .48, p = .068). The rule embedded in 
this cluster reveals a paradoxical loop: 'The more I 
understand my relationship with John Thomas, the less do 
I understand my family' and vice versa. However, 'the 
clearer I am about my relationship with John Thomas, the 
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less trapped do I feel about my family's involvement 
with other human service professionals.' 
Summary of Family One. 
In summary, the quantitative data for this family, 
both pre- and post-hoc, provides a 'good fit' with the 
qualitative meta-hypothesis that this is a family/helping 
professional supra-system whose homeostasis is well- 
characterized by the description 'An Old-Fashioned 
Marriage with an Optimum Amount of Trouble.' The indi¬ 
vidual self-coded responses to the 'testing' of the 
family/helping professional linkage by the interviewer's 
'intervention' in the critical episode clearly reveals 
the differential ways that Mother, I.P. and helping 
professional process a challenge to their conjoint 
system. Mother, with beautifully managed awareness, 
attempts to deflect the interviewer's comment on the 
paradoxical link tying her son to the helping profes¬ 
sionals. When that fails, she turns the problem over to 
the helping professional with sublime confidence in his 
ability to manage it. For his part, the helping pro¬ 
fessional is mildly disturbed or embarrassed by the 
interviewer's comment but as his stance is already one 
of appropriate distance and support for mother, it is 
difficult to see a way out of the loop for him. Son 
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carries the special responsibility for maintaining the 
loop through his acting out behavior. The interviewer's 
comments break through his carefully managed awareness 
briefly, resulting in trapped feelings, but by the end 
of the episode, his consciousness had healed around 
the contradiction. The CMM derived self-report data 
allows a much more detailed rendering of the ways in 
which individual participant's rule construction contrib¬ 
utes to the overarching 'rule of rules.' 
Family Two 
"Family in Crisis Meets Agencies at War" 
The second family interviewed for this study was the 
"Pena's." This family consists of "Carlos," 46, his 
wife, "Francene," 44. The oldest daughter, "Nancy," is 
divorced and living out of the house, with a successful 
para-professional career. Living in the home at the time 
of the interview were son, "James," 23, described by the 
referring professional as "functionally illiterate because 
of a learning disability," and daughter, "Jessica, 17. 
The "Identified Problem" is the disclosure of incest, 
two and a half years prior to the interview, between 
Carlos and the youngest daughter "Janice," 16 at the time 
of the interview, in custody to the Department of Social 
Services and living in a group home for adolescent girls 
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operated by a private agency under contract to the Depart¬ 
ment. Neither Mr. nor Mrs. Pena reported that any member 
of their families of origin had a history of human 
service involvement. 
The professional that referred this family to the 
study is "Alice Vallone," Carlos Pena's Superior Court 
Probation Officer. The interview took place in the Pena's 
home, in the clean, cramped and cozy kitchen in which 
every square inch of horizontal surface was covered with 
a display of decorative 'kitsch,' porcelain figures, 
embroidered rugs, stuffed animals, etc. The homey atmos¬ 
phere was somewhat dissipated by two large and unruly 
puppies. The kitchen, and from what could be seen, the 
rest of the house was clearly Francene Pena's 'terri¬ 
tory'; the dogs related solely to Carlos. Their incessant 
barking and his ostentatious disciplining of them is 
perhaps a metaphor for his ineffectual, but showy attempts 
at self-assertion in the home. Invited to the interview 
by the family and the referring professional was the 
Department of Social Services social worker, Mary 
Taggert," who had been involved with the family, primarily 
with daughter Janice and Francene Pena, since the dis¬ 
closure of incest and consequent court action. She 
never appeared and did not call, and both the couple and 
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the probation officer, Alice Vallone, agreed that this 
was typical behavior on her part. 
Carlos Pena, a heavy-set man with a forceful, 
assertive demeanor, spoke with a slight accent, but was 
comfortable in English. At the time of the interview, 
he held a responsible position as a shift supervisor of 
maintenance operations at a local hospital, with fifteen 
people working under him. Francene Pena, a plump, overly 
made up woman with an elaborate, old-fashioned, 'goldi¬ 
locks' coiffure, welcomed the interviewer and his 
assistant warmly and with every indication that it was 
a greatly anticipated social occasion. Her vagueness, 
seeming confusion and high-pitched voice which approached 
baby talk, combined with her appearance to suggest that 
she may once have been a 'blond baby doll' of the lisping, 
'innocent' variety. 
Relevant History. 
Prior to the disclosure of the sexual abuse, this 
family had not been involved with any human services. 
In her second year of junior high, Janice began missing 
school because of 'fainting spells.' She was sent to the 
hospital for tests by the school nurse and told the 
examining physician of the incest. He called Mrs. Pena 
and recommended psychiatric treatment for the girl. (On 
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the face of it, this was a violation of his responsi¬ 
bilities as a "mandated reporter," to report the abuse 
to the protective service division of the Department of 
Social Services.) After a delay of several weeks, under 
some pressure from the school guidance and nursing staff 
(also legally mandated child abuse reporters), Mrs. Pena 
reported the abuse to the police. In rapid succession, 
Mr. Pena was arrested, charged, released on his own 
recognizance, and the daughter was removed from the home. 
Mr. Pena stoutly maintained his innocence, blaming the 
daughter for "being out to get him," through several 
months of legal proceedings and three months into his 
probation. He finally admitted to engaging in sexual 
relations with his daughter from her ninth through her 
fourteenth year. He hired two psychiatrists and utilized 
"good character" witnesses from his institutional job in 
an unsuccessful attempt to avoid conviction. One year 
after the first report to the police, Mr. Pena was 
convicted of assault and sentenced to five years proba¬ 
tion, though he may get up to half of that commuted for 
good behavior (Alice Vallone: "He didn't go to jail 
because he had a really good job."). At the time of 
sentencing, the Department of Social Services report 
included the following observation: "Neither Mr. or Mrs. 
Pena have accepted certain facts of this incident and 
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would therefore not be amenable to any treatment, indi¬ 
vidual or family." Francene Pena's public stand through 
the legal process was support for her husband's innocence, 
with the daughter taking the "blame" for disclosure. "He 
would leave if he ever found out I was the one who told." 
(Quote attributed to Francene Pena by Alice Vallone, the 
referring professional.) 
The pattern of the sexual abuse is interesting, in 
that it apparently only occurred during the summer, for 
several years, "when it was warm enough to use the barn." 
(Alice Vallone). Partial explanation for this pattern 
may lie in the claustrophobic, proprietory interest that 
Francene Pena maintained in the house. 
Agencies and helping professionals involved with 
members of this family over two and a half years, inclu¬ 
ded: Superior Court Probation (for Mr. Pena), District 
Court (for Janice, on a Care and Protection Petition) — 
(they also investigated to see if there had been abuse 
of the older daughter, Jessica, and could find no evi¬ 
dence) , Department of Social Services, Protective Services 
Unit, with legal custody of Janice and primary contact 
(Mrs. Taggert) with Francene Pena, a sexual abuse 
therapist from the local community mental health center 
arranged by the Department of Social Services (for Janice), 
Residential 'Adaptive Living the Adolescent Women's 
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Program under contract to DSS where Janice resided, a 
foster family which had been Janice's first living 
situation out of the home, a private psychiatrist/ 
psychologist psychotherapy team for Mr. and Mrs. Pena 
and their daughter provided by DSS, a family therapy team 
from the Psychology Department of the local university 
arranged for by Alice Vallone, Mr. Pena's probation 
officer (present for the interview), and rehabilitation, 
education and training services from the State Rehabil¬ 
itation Commission for son, James, arranged for by Ms. 
Vallone. 
Alliances and Coalitions. 
This family/larger system complex is characterized 
by powerful alliances between family members and feuding 
human service agencies and professionals. Carlos Pena 
and Alice Vallone had established a respectful and 
enduring alliance. Despite her limited mandate to work 
only with him, she was several times so frustrated with 
the behavior of the Department of Social Services, 
particularly Mrs. Taggert, that she intervened in ways 
that she, herself, saw as inappropriate. Alice Vallone 
(in a collateral interview, about Mrs. Taggert): "DSS 
just messed up terribly. That woman's bizarre. She may 
be very ill, she certainly lied to me." Following calls 
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of complaint from the private psychotherapy team engaged 
by DSS for the family, Ms. Vallone arranged for services 
through the university. The private therapists, who were 
suing the family for nonpayment at the time of the inter¬ 
view, refused to include Mr. Pena in the therapy, alleging 
"we can't work with him. You can't make a Puerto Rican 
introspective." (Collateral information). That attempt 
at treatment was also rendered futile by the intense 
alliance between daughter Janice and the sexual abuse 
therapist from the community mental health center who, 
it was reported by Francene Pena, eventually prevailed 
upon the girl not to attend therapy. Francene Pena 
reported having a strong alliance with Mrs. Taggert (DSS) 
during the first year and a half of the family's human 
services engagement. At the time of the interview, she 
was expressing disappointment and disillusionment in that 
relationship, because of the failure of the department 
to expedite the return of her daughter to the home. Both 
collateral material and discussion during the interview 
revealed great confusion and ambiguity about who, in 
fact, had authority for the girl's behavior. At the time 
of the interview, Mrs. Pena was very upset with the 
standards of conduct allowed Janice in the adolescent 
group home, and reported that when issues such as makeup, 
curfew, etc., arose, ("no one seems to be in charge."). 
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When she complained, the group home staff would refer 
her to DSS which, according to her, disclaimed responsi¬ 
bility. A disagreement between Mr. and Mrs. Pena which 
surfaced during the course of the interview, was that she 
urgently desired her daughter's return home, while he, 
blaming the daughter for her independence and precocious 
sexual affect, made clear that he was comfortable with 
her absence, and blamed her for that, as well. Carlos 
Pena: "She could come home if she really wanted to. All 
she really has to do is tell that Mrs. Taggert that's 
what she really wants." According to collateral and 
interview information, Janice may, indeed, be ambivalent 
about returning home, whether or not it is under her 
control. She was reported at different times to have 
told her mother one thing, (how much she wanted to come 
home) and DSS another (that she was never going home). 
Discussion of Qualitative Data. 
The family therapy rating team selected two episodes 
from the taped interview as particularly revealing. One 
involved a 'bickering' sequence about what was preventing 
their daughter from returning. It clearly showed the 
system of alliances that had been built up with father's, 
mother's and daughter's human service helpers. The other 
sequence, also selected by the CMM rating team and 
243 
therefore utilized, focused on a story about a confron¬ 
tation with Mary Taggert, the Department of Social 
Services social worker and on the question: "Who in the 
family needed most support?" This illustrated the 
antagonism and taking of sides that had built up, and 
also revealed myths in the family system about who in 
the family was most in need of outside support. 
The initial hypothesis that the researcher developed 
from collateral information and held prior to the inter¬ 
view was that this was a family whose 'multi-problem' 
status was assured simply because the nature of the 
problem, incest, guaranteed the involvement of many 
agencies. The fact that there was, over two years, a new 
homeostasis which had developed, relying on no resolution 
of the issue about whether the daughter should or would 
return home, became apparent in the course of the inter¬ 
view. Focusing on this aspect, the family therapy rating 
team developed the hypothesis that this was a family 
whose crisis was perpetuated by a complex struggle for 
control between various helping professionals and their 
agencies. Intense discussion and repeated viewing of the 
tape revised and made more circularly causal that hypo¬ 
thesis. Rather than seeing this as a family in crisis 
that just 'happened' to meet the system at war and was 
thereby immobilized, it began to seem clear that the 
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deeply entrenched battle lines between, for example, the 
Department of Social Services and the Superior Court 
Probation Department, reflected and extended divisions 
of a deeply scarred marital diad. To give either the 
feuding human service systems or the unresolved marital 
antagonisms causal primacy in the interaction equation 
would be a mistake. Deep divisions in the family served 
to maintain and perpetuate deep divisions in the network 
of human service providers, and vice versa. 
Rule of Rules. 
"Family in Crisis Meets Agencies at War" summarizes 
the contact between this family and its helping system 
context. However to fully express the 'rule of rules' 
hypothesis developed for this case, an additional clause 
needs to be added: 'Family in Crisis Meets Agencies at 
War, and a New Homeostasis co-evolves in which each 
system, family and helping network, use each other to 
perpetuate antagonistic divisions.' The family therapy 
rating team speculated from collateral and tape evidence 
that there had been an existing prior homeostasis in the 
family based on triangling the abused daughter, Janice, 
into an unresolved marital conflict. This was inter¬ 
rupted by the daughter's reporting of the abuse at 
thirteen, when her own developmental needs made keeping 
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the secret unsupportable. Father/daughter incest 
usually is revealed, when it is revealed, when the 
daughter faces the new stresses and demands of adoles¬ 
cence. As for the constituents of the marital dilemma 
itself, hypotheses worth testing (were this family to 
enter systemic family therapy), would include the cultural 
difference between Mr. and Mrs. Pena and the covert 
struggle for control that the stylistic differences 
obscured. Mr. Pena presents as a cliche of the dominant 
latin patriarch. He is gruff and forceful in speech, 
and decidedly emphatic. Mrs. Pena presents as girlish, 
vague and compliant. Yet collateral information revealed 
that Mr. Pena turns over every paycheck to his wife for 
her disposal, and while he has clearly carved out a status- 
conferring niche in his work life, there is just as 
clearly only the barest visible evidence of his existence 
in the over-decorated 'feminized' home. In discussions 
of chiId—rearing issues, both past and current, he 
expressed forceful opinions, but the decisions were 
clearly being made by his wife. To this hypothesis 
about the development of the predisclosure homeostasis, 
the CMM rating team added the speculation that if 
Francene Pena was indeed a former 'blond babydoll' aging 
ungracefully, then the sexual abuse of her daughter may 
have represented a kind of unconscious offering to 
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her husband. Collateral information did make clear that 
she was deeply concerned about losing him, and there were 
repeated allusions in the taped interview to long-term 
sexual difficulty. 
Transcript of Family Two Critical Episode. 
Interviewer (I): (to Alice Vallone, helping professional) 
Do you remember that time? What was it like 
for you, Alice? 
Alice (A): It was real confusing. There were no decisions 
being made. 
I (to couple): So it sounds like there was a confronta¬ 
tion, the time you both put your foot down 
with DSS. How did that happen? 
Francene Pena (F): Oh, I don't know. One day I got 
so mad, I jumped up and banged my fist on the 
table, and demanded answers. 
Carlos Pena (C): See, I was never around. But this one 
time I told Mrs. Taggert (DSS worker) sitting 
right here, 'This isn't right'... I'm left 
here like a common boarder.' 
p. i was crying... my daughter was crying. Mrs. 
Taggart, I remember, just wasn't saying any¬ 
thing. She went into the other room and left 
us alone, to talk she said. I didn't think 
that was the answer. 
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I (to Alice V.): Were you aware of this period? Were 
you working with Mr. Pena about this stuff? 
Did you rehearse him about dealing with her 
(the DSS worker)? 
A: Yes, we talked about it. He tried to set up 
a meeting with Mary Taggart and me. 
C: Many times. 
F: We had a lot of these (missed meetings), 
like tonight. 
I (to Alice): Through all this, or during the worst 
of it, who in the family do you think needed 
the most support from outside helpers? 
A: (long pause) I think honestly, everybody 
needed it equally. 
C: I think my wife did... See, I had to go to 
work. I have a very responsible job, and 
the pressure of work... I had other things 
I had to do, and other people to talk with. 
She didn't have anybody to talk to. 
F: I think I did too. (need the most support). 
I'm the only one who had to have medication. 
I (to Carlos): So, you had more people to talk with, 
and that's why she needed more support? 
q: i wouldn't say she didn't have anybody to 
She did have. She talk to, to rely on. 
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talked to her sister, her relatives, but it 
was affecting her more than anyone else. I 
went to work. It (work) was helping me. 
She just stayed here, didn't go out of the 
house. 
I (to Alice): So, now that they've agreed that Francene 
needed support more, are you willing to stick 
your neck out? Do you agree with them? 
A: Yeahl 
Quantitative Hypotheses. 
Flowing from the meta-hypothesis that this is 
a family system, that, through the crisis of the dis¬ 
closure, had moved from one stable ambiguity in relations 
(predisclosure), to a new stable ambiguity utilizing 
warring helping agencies, several experimental hypotheses 
were put forward about the respondents' self-rating of 
their own interactions. In reading the transcript of 
the critical episode, which, lacking non-verbal informa¬ 
tion, is rather barren, it needs to be remembered that a 
discussion about a helping professional (Mary Taggart), 
who had been allied with Francene Pena was evidentally 
an intense and novel experience in the presence of Alice 
Vallone, Carlos Pena's probation officer. There had 
been an extensive history of gossiping about and by, all, 
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family members.and professionals alike, engaged in this 
case. On several occasions Mrs. Pena had attempted to 
establish an alliance with Mrs. Vallone (which had been 
rebuffed because of her institutional responsibility to 
her client, Mr. Pena). What was new and difficult to 
negotiate was the experience in this episode of one side 
discussing the other in its presence. 
Because it was theorized that the disclosure of 
incest placed a greater strain on Francene Pena's under¬ 
standing of her family than her husband, the following 
hypotheses were risked: 
HI: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they 'needed 
clarity about the family,' such that Francene 
Pena will have a greater need for clarity 
than will Carlos, her husband (Scale C2). 
H2: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they 'need 
clarity about a particular member of this 
family,' such that Francene Pena will have a 
greater need for clarity than will her 
husband or the helping professional present 
for the interview (Scale C4). 
Because the helping professional present for the 
interview was clearly a close ally of her husband. 
H3: There is a significant difference between 
husband and wife in the degree to which they 
need clarity about the helping professional 
present for the interview, such that Francene 
Pena will have a greater need for clarity 
than will her husband (Scale Cl). 
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Throughout the interview, Carlos Pena acted and 
spoke in ways that were interpreted by the rating teams 
as a traditional hispanic 'pride in family' manner. In 
his stories about his reactions to interfering helping 
professionals, he seemed to be operating from a strong 
and clear understanding of the way his family ought to 
be. Thus: 
H4: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they are 
influenced by 'the kind of family this is,' 
such that Carlos Pena will be significantly 
more influenced than either his wife or the 
helping professional present for the 
interview (Scale Al). 
Through both verbal and non-verbal communication, 
Francene Pena clearly signalled her sense of entrapment 
throughout the interview. Therefore: 
H5: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they feel 
trapped by 'the kind of family this is,' 
such that Francene Pena will feel more 
greatly trapped than will her husband or the 
helping professional (Scale E2). 
Similarly, from collateral information about her 
economic dependence on her husband, her reluctance to 
disclose the incest, and her waffling and indecisive 
style during the interview, it was felt that she was 
•powerfully trapped' in her relationship to her husband. 
Thus : 
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H6: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they feel 
trapped by their relationship with 'a 
particular family member,' such that Francene 
Pena will feel more greatly trapped (presumably 
by her relationship with her husband, but 
could also be the absent I-P daughter Janice) 
than will her husband or the helping pro¬ 
fessional (Scale E3). 
The next three hypotheses were made on the straight¬ 
forward basis that Mrs. Pena acted more confused about 
the critical episode (both during it and when it was 
played back to her for her self coding), than her 
husband; that she, several times, reached for clarity 
with Alice Vallone, and seemed more confused about her 
role; and that, finally, confusion about self seemed her 
characteristic lifestyle, only highlighted by the focus 
of the critical episode. Thus: 
H7: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they felt 
confused about the taped critical episode, 
such that Francene Pena would feel more 
confused than would her husband (Scale G2). 
H8: There is a significant difference between 
husband and wife in the degree to which they 
feel confused about their individual relation¬ 
ship with the helping professional, such that 
Francene Pena will feel more greatly confused 
than will her husband (Scale G3). 
H9: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they feel 
confused about themselves in the critical 
episode, such that Francene Pena will feel 
more greatly confused about herself than will 
her husband or the helping professional about 
themselves (Scale G5). 
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Quantitative Results. 
Mean ranks for all variables discussed are shown in 
Table 3. The results of hypotheses tests for Family Two 
are as follows: 
Hypothesis One, that Francene Pena would have greater need 
for clarity about the family, was not confirmed. 
There was a significant difference among individuals 
(see Scale C2, K-W = 9.629, p = .008), however, the 
direction of differences was not that which was 
predicted. The husband, Carlos, had the greatest 
need for clarity about the family, followed closely 
by the helping professional. 
Hypothesis Two, that Francene Pena would have greater 
need for clarity about 'a particular member of the 
family1 (presumably her husband), was not confirmed. 
There was a significant difference among individuals 
(see Scale C4, K-W = 12.558, p = .002), however, the 
direction of diffsrences was not that which was 
predicted. The helping professional had the greatest 
need for clarity, followed closely by the husband's 
need for clarity about his wife. 
Hypothesis Three, that Francene Pena would have signifi¬ 
cantly greater need for clarity about the helping 
professional than would her husband, was not confirmed 
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(see Scale Cl, K-W — .001, p — .972). The difference 
was not significant. 
Hypothesis Four, that Carlos Pena would be significantly 
more influenced by 'the kind of family this is,' 
than either his wife or the helping professional, 
was not confirmed. There was a significant differ¬ 
ence among individuals (see Scale Al, K-W = 5.85, 
p = .054), however, the direction of difference was 
not that which was predicted. Wife, Francene, was 
the most greatly influenced by 'the kind of family 
this is.' 
Hypothesis Five was confirmed (see Scale E2, K-W = 14.258, 
p = .001). There was a significant difference in the 
degree to which they felt trapped by 'the kind of 
family this is.' Consistent with the prediction, 
Francene Pena felt more greatly trapped than did her 
husband or the helping professional. 
Hypothesis Six was confirmed (see Scale E3, K-W = 8.618, 
p = .013) . There was a significant difference among 
individuals in the degree to which they felt trapped 
by 'the kind of family this is.1 Consistent with 
the prediction, Francene Pena felt more greatly 
trapped (presumably by her relationship with her 
husband), than did her husband or the helping pro 
fessional. 
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Hypothesis Seven, that Francene Pena would be more greatly 
confused about the taped critical episode, was not 
confirmed (see Scale G2, K-W = 3.049, p = .218). 
The right order of rank was predicted, but the dif¬ 
ference was not significant. 
Hypothesis Eight was confirmed (see Scale G3, K-W = 12.613, 
p = .002). There was a significant difference between 
husband and wife in the degree to which they were 
confused about their individual relationship with the 
helping professional. Consistent with the prediction, 
Francene Pena was more greatly confused than was her 
husband. 
Hypothesis Nine was confirmed (see Scale G5, K-W = 16.469, 
p = .001). There was a significant difference between 
individuals in the degree of self-confusion during 
the interview episode. Consistent with the predic¬ 
tion, Francene Pena was more greatly confused about 
herself than was her husband or the helping profes¬ 
sional. 
Discussion. 
In this case the quantitative results obtained from 
the self-report procedure significantly changed and 
deepened the description of the way this family/larger 
system complex constituted itself. 
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Hypothesis 1 (Scale C2) , a failure, was made on the 
basis that the crisis that catapulted this family into 
its engagement with human services, the disclosure of 
incest, placed a significantly greater strain on Francene 
Pena's understanding of her family than on Carlos, her 
husband. Interestingly, both Carlos and the helping 
professional reported very high need for clarity about 
the family and Francene did not. This result is the first 
indication that the reviewing teams had significantly 
underrated Mrs. Pena's power. Similarly, Hypothesis 2 
failed to predict her relative confidence in her under¬ 
standing of her husband. On this scale (Scale C4), it 
was the helping professional, Alice Vallone, who most 
needed clarity about a particular family member, followed 
by husband, Carlos. Ms. Vallone's greater need for clarity 
can be explained straightforwardly by her legally man¬ 
dated alliance with Mr. Pena and her relative lack of 
knowledge of Mrs. Pena. This straightforward explanation, 
however, does not explain the failure of Hypothesis 3. 
Because of the clear alliance between Alice Vallone and 
Carlos Pena, it was predicted that Francene Pena might 
experience some anxiety about her presence and might need 
to clarify the relationship with her. The fact that Mrs. 
Pena had no significantly greater need for clarity about 
her husband's probation officer than did he, is further 
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evidence of her confidence in her understanding of the 
situation. This clarity was totally belied by her 
'confused' and ambivalent affect, proving that experienced 
family therapists can be fooled. 
The failure of Hypothesis 4 can be interpreted as 
showing that experienced family therapists can be wrong, 
even when they are right, and vice versa. Here, husband 
Carlos' anger about the family's involvement with human 
service helpers, along with his expressions of paternal 
and husbandly duty, led to the hypothesis that he felt 
strongly influenced by 'the kind of family this is.' In 
fact, his wife was most strongly prefigured in her commu¬ 
nication by 'the kind of family this is.' Taken together 
with the successful prediction of her feeling trapped 
'by the kind of family this is' (Hypothesis 5), we begin 
to have a clearer picture of her powerful fulcrum role 
in the family system. Results of Hypothesis 6 reveal her 
to feel significantly more trapped by 'a particular family 
member' (Scale E3) than did her husband. She both under¬ 
stands more clearly than others what is going on, and she 
feels trapped by the situation. For her there is no exit. 
In order to maintain her marriage, she must tolerate the 
current homeostasis, which includes her own and her daugn- 
ter's new victimization (as she sees it) by the human 
service network, as perhaps she tolerated, albeit 
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unconsciously, her huband's sexual abuse of Janice prior 
to disclosure. Post hoc data snooping reveals her to 
feel significantly more trapped by her relationship with 
her husband's probation officer (Scale E4) than did he. 
She also reports feeling more trapped by the episode -- 
'the way the conversation was going' — (Scale El) than 
either her husband or Alice Vallone, though not signifi¬ 
cantly so. 
The results for the hypothesis ventured on the scales 
measuring 'confusion' — about the critical episode, 
Hypothesis 5 (Scale G2); about the helping professional, 
Hypothesis 6 (Scale G3); and about oneself. Hypothesis 7 
(Scale G5) — are themselves confusing at first look. 
Mrs. Pena, having reported herself as both trapped and 
not in need of clarification, here reports herself as 
significantly more confused about her relationship with 
the helping professional than her husband and signifi¬ 
cantly more confused about herself. What are we to make 
of someone trapped, confused, but not needing clarity? 
At last the functional nature of her manifest confusion 
becomes evident. 
As mentioned above, her self-reported clarity is 
highly inconsistent with her affect of confusion and 
vacillation evident during the interview. Part of the 
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reasoning that led. to the Milan—style meta—hypothesis was 
a mapping of the human service/family member alliances 
that seemed to reveal three sets: the first alliance 
consisted of those agencies allied with father (pri¬ 
marily Superior Court Probation in the person of Alice 
Vallone and the services arranged through her, family 
therapy through the university and rehabilitation ser¬ 
vices for the son). Another group was clearly allied 
with the I-P daughter, Janice: the sexual abuse thera¬ 
pist through the community mental health center and the 
adolescent group home. A third group seemed to be 
allied with Mrs. Pena; the Department of Social Services 
in the person of Mary Taggart and the services arranged 
through her. Post hoc, the facts of Mrs. Taggart's 
failure to appear for the interview and the focus of the 
critical episode on both Mr. and Mrs. Pena's disappoint¬ 
ment in Mrs. Taggart's handling of the case should have 
suggested something to the reviewers about the necessity 
and the power of Francene Pena's ambivalent style in the 
family/larger system homeostasis. Rather than a three 
way war, it is perhaps more accurate to describe a two- 
way split carefully balanced by her 'confusion,' which 
might better be described as carefully, if unconsciously, 
managed awareness. 
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In the qualitative discussion that produced the 
meta-hypothesis of a "Family In Crisis Meets Systems At 
War" it was recognized that it was the reporting of the 
incest by the daughter that caused the family crisis, 
and not the long-enduring abuse itself. Yet too much 
emphasis was placed on husband/father's active agency in 
the crisis. His bluster and assertiveness in the taped 
interview, and his almost total lack of insight or remorse 
over his behavior, led the family therapy rating team to 
weight his contribution to the family tangle more heavily 
than that of his wife. Family therapists, however sys¬ 
temic, are not immune to repugnance at horrors like 
parent/child incest. The quantitative self-rating results 
make clear Francene Pena's contribution to the ongoing 
family dilemma. The restabilization of this unhappy 
family by the 'help' of larger, warring systems was power¬ 
fully assisted by her crucial balance-beam role, though 
her power was successfully masked by her style of vague 
and girlish ambiguity. 
McQuitty Cluster Analyses. 
McQuitty Cluster Analyses for all persons in this 
section are shown in Table 4. 
Francene Pena had three correlational clusters, two 
of which were related through her need for clarity about 
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TABLE 4 
SPEARMAN CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS 
FOR FAMILY TWOa 
Highest rs Highest rs^ 
Within Cluster Outside Cluster 
Francene Pena 
Cluster 1 
Scale Cl .67 
E5 .67 
E5 -.67 
E4 -.67 
Cl -.60 
E4 -.60 
E4 -.55 
E2 -.55 
Cluster 2 
Scale C6 .65 
E3 .65 
E3 .51 
C3 .51 
Cluster 3 
Scale Dl .56 
C5 .56 
Dl .51 
El 
rH
 
in
 
•
 
with E5 -.41 with C5 
with Cl .23 with C3 
with E4 .23 with C3 
with E5 .41 with C5 
with E4 -.41 with C5 
with Cl .41 with C5 
with E2 .41 with C5 
with E4 .43 with C4 
with E3 .50 with Cl* 
with C6 .38 with E2 
with C3 .38 with E2 
with E3 .37 with C4 
with C5 .32 with C4 
-.32 with C6 
with Dl .43 with C2 
with El .32 with C4 
-.32 with C6 
with Dl .21 with C2 
-.21 with E2 
Carlos Pena 
Cluster 1 
Scale Cl 
C3 
Cl 
C5 
Cl 
C4 
Cl 
Dl 
Dl 
C6 
.65 with C3 
.65 with Cl 
.64 with C5 
.65 with Cl 
-.51 with C4 
-.51 with Cl 
.48 with Dl 
.48 with Cl 
.69 with C6 
.69 with Dl 
.29 with C2 
.40 with C2 
.29 with C2 
.33 with E3 
.29 with C2 
-.31 with E3 
.29 with C2 
.28 with E3 
.28 with E3 
.44 with C2 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests 9. 
Each analysis is based on 12 speech acts.^ 
b Non-significant, except as noted: p < . , p < .05 
TABLE 4aa 
Highest rs Highest rsb 
Within Cluster Outside Cluster 
Alice Vallone 
Cluster 1 
Scale El .94 
E3 .94 
El .70 
E2 .70 
E3 .69 
E2 .69 
Cluster 2 
Scale C5 .64 
Dl .64 
Cluster 3 
Scale C4 .56 
E5 .56 
C4 .51 
C2 .51 
with E3 -.26 with C5 
with El .24 with C6 
with E2 -.26 with C5 
with El -.29 with C3 
with E2 .24 with C6 
with E3 -.29 with C5 
with Dl -.47 with C4 
with C5 .35 with C6 
-.35 with C4 
with E5 -.47 with C5 
with C4 .50 with El,E3 
with C2 -.47 with C5 
with C4 . 31 with C3 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests = 9. 
Each analysis is based on 12 speech acts. 
D Non-significant, except as noted: * p < .1, ** p < .05 
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the episode (Scale C6). There were significant corre¬ 
lations between her need for clarity about Alice Vallone, 
her husband's probation officer (Scale Cl) and her feeling 
of being trapped by 'her family's relationship with other 
helping professionals (Scale E5) (rs = .67, p = .012). 
Interestingly, her feeling of being trapped by her rela¬ 
tionship with Alice Vallone (Scale E4) was negatively 
correlated with her need for clarity about Alice Vallone 
(Scale Cl) (rs = -.67, p = .013). Further, her need for 
clarity about Alice Vallone (Scale Cl) is correlated with 
her need for clarity about the episode (Scale C6) (rs = 
.497, p = .060). 'The more I need clarity about my 
husband's probation officer, the more trapped I feel by 
the family's engagement with other helpers. The more I 
want clarity from her, the more I need clarity about the 
episode, but the more trapped I feel in my relationship 
with her, the less do I want clarity.' She is clear in 
her trap. Further, the more trapped she feels with her 
relationship with Alice Vallone (Scale E4) the less 
trapped she feels by 'the kind of family this is (Scale 
E2) (r = -.55, p = .039). The rule that underlies this 
s 
cluster might be stated as 'the clearer I am about my 
husband's probation officer, the more trapped I feel 
about the human service war going on about my family 
(Alice Vallone represents her husband's side in that war), 
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'however, the more trapped by his human service helpers, 
the less trapped do I feel about my family. They are 
doing it to us. We are not doing it to ourselves.' She 
needs the war in order to avoid blaming her busband. 
A second, related cluster strongly correlated her 
need for clarity about the episode (Scale C6) with her 
feeling about being trapped by her husband (Scale E3) 
(rs = .65, p = .016) and that in turn is strongly corre¬ 
lated with her need for clarity about other helping 
professionals (Scale C3) (rs = .51, p = .056). 'The 
more I feel trapped by my relationship with Carlos, the 
more I need to understand what's going on in this 
episode and (a way to avoid following this thought out) 
the more I need to understand the role of the other 
helping professionals.' 
Her third cluster negatively relates her feeling of 
being trapped by the episode (Scale El) with how much she 
likes the episode (Scale Dl) (rs = -.51, p = .054), and 
the more she likes what's going on (Scale Dl) the more 
she needs clarity about herself (Scale C5) (rs = .56, 
p = .039). 'The better I like what's going on, the more 
I need clarity about myself.' This rule, perhaps, ex 
presses in summary form, the crucial role that her 
'managed' confusion plays in maintaining the homeostasis. 
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For Carlos Pena, the husband/father, there was one 
significant cluster of inter-scale correlations. There 
is a strong correlation between how much he liked what 
was going on in the episode (Scale Dl) and his need for 
clarity about it (Scale C6) (rs = .69, p = .009). 
Furthermore, his need for clarity about his probation 
officer, Alice Vallone, (Scale Cl) was strongly corre¬ 
lated with a need for clarity about the episode (Scale 
C6) (rs - .57, p = .034) and a need for clarity about 
other helpers (Scale C3) (Cl with C3, rs = .65, p = .016), 
and with a need for clarity about himself (Scale C5) (Cl 
with C5, rs = .64, p = .017), negatively with a need for 
clarity about his wife (Scale C4) (Cl with C4, rs = .51, 
p = .054), and positively with how much he likes what's 
going on (Scale Dl) (Cl with Dl, rs = .48, p = .06). 
His constitutive rule might be expressed as: 'The more 
I want to understand what's going on, the better I like 
it. The more I need clarity from Alice Vallone, my 
probation officer, the more I want to be clear about 
other helpers (his wife's human service allies, much of 
the interview focused on DSS), myself, the episode and 
the less I need clarity about my wife. His rule is, as 
might be expected 'at war' with his wife's. Unlike her, 
clarity from outsiders about the family situation is 
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desirable, for her, the lack of clarity is desirable: 
'The more I need clarity about myself, the better I like 
it.' (Scale C5 with Dl) — Francene Pena's third cluster. 
Alice Vallone, the helping professional present for 
this interview, had four correlational clusters, two of 
which were linked through her feeling of entrapment in 
the critical episode. The first cluster correlates her 
feeling of being trapped by the episode (Scale El) with 
her feeling about being trapped by 'a particular family 
member' (Scale E3) (rs = .94, p = .001) and with her 
feeling of entrapment by the 'kind of family this is' 
(Scale E2) (El with E2, rs = .70, p = .009). In turn, 
her feeling of being trapped by a 'particular family 
member' (Scale E3) strongly correlates with her experience 
of this family as a trap (Scale E2) (rs = .69, p = .01). 
Interpretation of Ms. Vallone's correlational clusters 
requires an assumption about who, for her, was 'a partic¬ 
ular family member.' Because of her easy and confident 
alliance with her client, Carlos, it is assumed that the 
family member about whom she has trapped feelings was 
Francene Pena. Therefore cluster one might be expressed 
as: 'The more I feel trapped by Francene,' (who had 
attempted both to join with Ms. Vallone against her 
institutional mandate to serve the interests of her 
client, Carlos, and to solicit 'unprofessional' comments 
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about her competitor in the case, Mary Taggart) 'the more 
I feel trapped by the way this episode unfolded.' 'The 
more trapped I feel in this episode, the more I under¬ 
stand my entrapment by this family. The more I feel 
Francene Pena as trapping me, the more strongly do I 
experience this family as a trap.' 
In her second cluster, her feeling of being trapped 
by 'this family's relationship with other helping pro¬ 
fessionals' (Scale E5) is strongly correlated with her 
need for clarity from a 'particular member of the family' 
(Scale C4) (rs = .56, p = .037) and with her feeling 
about being trapped by the episode (Scale El) (E5 with 
El, rs = .50, p = .057), and with her feeling of being 
trapped by a 'particular family member' (Scale E3) (E5 
with E3, rs = .50, p = .058). This might read: 'The 
more I felt trapped by this family's 'multi-problem' 
status, the more did I feel trapped by this interview and 
by Francene Pena, from whom I very much want some clarity 
about her relationships with other helping professionals.' 
An unrelated, single correlation links her need for 
clarity about herself (Scale C5) with the degree to which 
she liked the episode (Scale Dl) (rs = .64, p = .018). 
'I like the search for clarity about my role in this 
tangled case.' A final, unrelated correlation linked her 
need for clarity about 'this family' (Scale C2) with her 
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need for clarity about a 'particular member of the 
family' (Scale C4) (rs = .51, p = .055). 'The more I 
need clarity about this family, the more I want clarity 
about Francene Pena.' 
Summary of Family Two. 
The quantitative data for this family/helping pro¬ 
fessional supra-system offers an acute insight into the 
way this 'family in crisis' has joined 'human service 
agencies at war.' Specifically, the quantitative data 
reveals the critical role that the wife, Francene Pena, 
has played as the fulcrum in the family/larger system 
relationship. The corrosive split in her family between 
Francene and Carlos which had been routed through the 
daughter he victimized is now mirrored and routed through 
the back-biting competition between his human service 
helpers and those allied with her and her daughter. 
Remarkably, the interactional tool that Francene Pena 
used to hold this explosively centrifugal set of relation¬ 
ships together is a carefully managed state of helpless 
confusion.' This style of her management of awareness 
has among its important attributes, the protection of 
herself from the logic of ner ambivalences. 
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Family Three 
"The Competence of Incompetence" 
The third family interviewed for this study was the 
"Delgardo's" a single parent household headed by "Betty," 
46, of American Indian and Scotch/Irish ethnic background. 
Living in the home and present for the interview were 
"Ricky," 16, "Heather," 15, and "Lenora," 13. The oldest 
son, "Raymond," 17, was in foster care and not present 
for the interview, although he remains very much part of 
the family with weekly visits home and even more frequent 
phone calls. 
Betty Delgardo presented as an intelligent, over¬ 
weight, open faced woman with a forceful personality 
(loud voice, expressive gestures) that never-the-less 
strikes a faintly pathetic chord. Her conversation is 
frequently punctuated by a self-depreciating laugh. She 
has been married twice, all the children are the product 
of the first union. The family is desperately poor, 
living from week to week on unadequate public assistance. 
Relevant History. 
Betty was the result of an incestuous relationship 
between her mother and maternal grandfather. She had 
five (half) brothers and sisters, with only one sister 
does she still retain any contact. She was removed from 
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from her mother's care "voluntarily"; at age 17 after she 
observed her stepfather shoot (murder) her mother. She 
and her siblings had been physically abused by her step¬ 
father prior to this catastrophic event. She describes 
her home with her maternal grandmother as "strict" -- 
the referring professional believes she was physically 
abused by her 'second stepfather' as well. Every 
important man in Betty's life (aside from the human 
service professionals) has been alcoholic and physically 
abusive; her grandfather/father, both step-fathers, and 
both of her husbands. There was extensive periodic 
contact with human service and criminal justice agencies 
by her families of origin in the southern state in which 
she was raised. 
Betty moved to New England with her first husband 
where her older sister 'Gladys' was also living. When 
she left her first husband after the birth of her youngest 
child, Lenora, she lived for a few years in an 'extended 
family' with that sister and her children. Engagement 
with human service helpers in this generation began when 
Betty, drinking abusively by her own account, had a 
frightening incident with her oldest child, Raymond (six 
at the time) in which "I couldn't stop hitting him." 
Betty called a private psychiatrist who referred her to 
a children's protective agency. "'Sandy Lewis the 
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social worker; 'She came in and took over. After that, 
I had to fight to keep my kids." (Betty Delgardo). 
Over the years the Delgardos' involvement with helping 
agencies and professionals had included: two brief stays 
in the local psychiatric hospital by Betty, child 
protective agencies and Department of Social Services 
custody for each of the children, foster care through the 
Department of Social Services for each child for periods 
of up to five years. District Court Probation through 
Child in Need of Services and Care and Protection Peti¬ 
tions, individual and family therapy for Betty and the 
children living at home through the outreach service of 
the local community mental health center, special edu¬ 
cation services — Ricky, Heather and Lenora attended a 
private boarding school of emotionally disturbed and 
abused children, under contract to the DSS, other court 
involvement including delinquency arrests of Raymond, 
Ricky and Heather and a court order initiated by Betty 
under pressure from DSS prohibiting her second husband, 
"Phil," who while drinking had been abusive of Betty and 
the children, from reentering the home, and elder 
services leading to committment to a nursing home for 
Betty's grandmother, who had lived in the family home 
with deteriorating senile dementia for the year prior to 
the interview. 
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There is no single 'identified problem' person in 
this family. At the time of the interview, oldest son, 
Raymond, was in specialized foster care with a family in 
a neighboring town with whom Betty and her remaining 
children seem to be on warm and friendly terms. According 
to both Betty and the referring professional, Raymond is 
the child with the most extensive history of human ser¬ 
vice involvement. As a young child "he was a notorious 
arsonist" (referring professional, collateral information). 
Betty's explanation for his current commitment to DSS and 
consequent foster care was a confused story of his 
having 'cursed out' the father of "his first serious 
girlfriend" who was also the family's current landlord. 
Ricky, 16, had been expelled from the county technical 
high school for unauthorized absences two months prior 
to the interview. Though he was legally eligible to 
return to the regular high school, and had not formally 
'quit,' he showed no indications that he would return 
to school and the decision was clearly his although Betty 
bemoaned the "waste" and loss of potential when her kids 
failed at school. (In the interviewers opinion, she was 
right, the three teenagers present for the interview were 
bright, attractive and appealing youngsters with only a 
very thin veneer of 'toughness'). Ricky's plans, such 
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as they were, involved going to California to go to 
art school (he is a talented cartoonist). He hoped to 
*?sin the support of a paternal uncle for this project. 
Daughter, Heather, 15, was in legal custody of DSS at 
the time of the interview, though permitted to live at 
home. Her return home from foster care provides an 
interesting insight into the degree of engagement between 
this family and the network of helping professionals. 
According to both Betty and the referring professional 
(who supported the intervention, though with some mis¬ 
giving) the Department of Social Services social worker 
with authority to arrange placement for Heather, made it 
clear that she would not be allowed to return home unless 
Betty obtained an injunction prohibiting her ex-husband 
from entering the home. This had been a difficult process 
for her: (Teary and sighing) "I knew I had to do it for 
them (the children) but now I have nobody for me, ...it 
was a sacrifice." At the time of the interview. Heather 
was doing reasonably well at the technical high school 
and was engaged to be married to a serviceman stationed 
in the west. Thirteen year old Lenora was not individually 
involved with any helping professionals at the time of 
the interview, though the referring professional believed 
that she had begun to be sexually active and thought her 
17 year old boyfriend, "a jerk." 
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The professional who referred this family to the 
study was "Patsy Taylor," an outreach family therapist 
from the Community Mental Health Center who had worked 
with Betty and her children for two and a half years. 
She had a close working relationship with the Department 
of Social Services and had been involved as an inter¬ 
mediary between several family members and other helping 
professionals. She had been preceeded in the case by 
"Anne," another outreach worker from the CMHC. In a 
long and emotional sequence in which the kids made clear 
their affection and respect for Patsy (part of which was 
selected by both rating teams as the 'critical episode' 
and shown to the respondents for their self-rating). 
Betty consistently spoke of both Anne and Patsy as 
'special' — "...they were the only ones who ever really 
cared..." 
Setting of the Interview. 
The interview took place in the Delgardo's rented 
home, a barren half farmhouse along the highway five 
miles from any town center. The extreme poverty and 
financial instability of the family was evidenced by 
their being no spare lightbulbs in the house to properly 
light the living room for the interview a lamp had to 
be borrowed from one of the kid's rooms. When coffee was 
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offered to the interviewer and his assistant there were 
ftot enough cups to go around. Relieving the stark and 
'temporary' feel of the home (they were evicted two 
months after the interview) were an elaborate stereo 
set and an expensive color television (which, however, 
was broken). Two kittens roamed freely through the 
house during the interview. Betty presented as an 
intelligent and insightful woman, easily moved to tears 
by her own and her family's life story. Ricky appeared 
to be an attractive and self-possessedly self-disclosing 
young man with real concern for his mother. Heather was 
the most guarded and withdrawn of the family, claiming 
a headache. It became clear during the course of the 
interview that she was concerned over her status in the 
family -- (she was overdue for a custody hearing and 
expressed great hostility towards her DSS social worker). 
Alliances and Coalitions. 
Clearly, there was a strong bond between Betty and 
Patsy, which was strongly supported by the children. 
"I'd like to see everybody back off except for Patsy" 
(Heather). From collateral information, it appears that 
Patsy had a strong one-to-one counseling relationship 
with son Raymond, in foster care at the time of the 
Within the family unit no sharply defined interview. 
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alliances or divisions could be observed although it 
was generally agreed that things went badly when son 
Raymond was living at home. On the evidence of non¬ 
verbal cues there appeared to be some distance between 
Betty and younger daughter Lenora. There was no eye 
contact, even when speaking to one another. Lenora was 
stylistically differentiated from her sister and brother, 
as well, wearing more formal clothes, less makeup, with 
correct, even 'prim' posture and an effort to use more 
correct grammar. To the interviewer and rating team 
observers she appeared to be trying to be the 'good 
kid' in the family. In collateral information, the 
helping professional Patsy Taylor agreed with this 
assessment, but noted that it was a 'hopeless' task as 
there was no familial reinforcement for the role and 
suspected that she had already begun to act out sexually. 
Towards all helping outsiders except Patsy and the foster 
family caring for Raymond, all in the family maintained 
an attitude of disappointment, suspicion and hostility: 
"...they put their foot in the door but ...they don t 
come all the way in" (to help) — (Betty). "I don't 
like him. I don't think he knows what he's doing... He 
makes things worse." (Heather about her Department of 
Social Services social worker). This attitude is m 
interesting conjunction with mother Betty's self-assessment 
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"I know that I've needed help all the way down the road." 
Despite their clear, if slightly condescending affection 
for her, this estimate for her competence as parent and 
family executive was agreed to by the kids. Despite the 
fact that she was not currently in any formal difficulty 
and three of the children were, it was clearly agreed by 
all family members, herself included, that Betty was most 
in need of continued support from human service helpers. 
Transcript of Family Three Critical Episode. 
Interviewer (I): Do you think if you lose the kids one 
after another, that they'll come back? 
Betty (B): I don't think they will. 
I (to Ricky): What do you think? 
Ricky (R): You mean when we leave, when we're eighteen 
and like that? Oh yeah, we'll be back alright. 
I: What about you, Lenora? 
Lenora (L): Yeah, I'll be back to visit, but Mom, I 
just don't know what she's gonna do, so I 
don't know what's gonna happen. 
X: You seem a little concerned about her. 
L. Yeah, I don't know what she plans on doing 
after we all leave. Is she going to stay here 
or go somewhere and try to finish college or 
whatever. (Betty has enrolled three times in 
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the local community college, and three times 
dropped out.) 
Heather, sounds like with marriage plans, 
you might have plans for leaving sometime 
soon, too. 
Heather (H): I don't know. I think we'll all be back 
sometime to visit or maybe even to stay if 
there are problems or something. Most people 
come back to their parents. That's what I 
think. 
I: Betty, what do you think? 
B: I don't see that happening for my kids 'cause 
I want what's best for them and being nurse¬ 
maid to their mother isn't best for them... 
It's best for me but it's not for them. No, 
if I had my way they'd never leave but I know 
that I've got to let them go (she is on the 
verge of tears at this). I brought this up 
to Lenora one night. I says, 'You mean if you 
got married you wouldn't want to live with 
me?' And she goes: "God, Ma, I'd get guilty 
if I came around too often. So I'd have to 
stay with you and my husband would get mad 
and you know...' And I thought about what 
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L: 
B. 
I: 
R: 
B: 
I: 
Patsy 
she said and, she's right, children shouldn't 
have to babysit their parents. 
(embarrassed) No, its just that, you know, 
all the time on T.V. your husband is thinking 
of your dreaded mother-in-law. They don't 
want to go see that mother-in-law. It's 
really funny when you think about it. I just 
brought that up... 
I don't care how far away they go as long as 
they stay close, you know what I mean. 
(pause) I've learned a whole lot about you 
and your family's special relationship with 
Patsy. Betty, sorry it got so intense, there 
were real feelings. Does anyone have anything 
to add? 
I've got something to add... I hope that uh... 
as long as we're here if anybody is going to 
be helping us it be Patsy. Hope she won't 
leave and we get someone else. 
Really I (laughs) 
Powerful statement Patsy. How does it feel 
to be so needed? 
(laughs) I mean I really like everybody 
here and they all know that, and I've been 
working with them for two and a half years. I 
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think it's really important that people be 
free of systems, you know of social service 
systems, I think they can do a lot of harm 
(Ms. Taylor was aware of the focus of this 
study) — and I guess I agree with Lenora — 
someday that will happen and I think that 
when it does it will be really sad for me — 
I'll miss everyone — I feel real attached 
to them. 
But you don't see you leaving but — being 
fired by them. 
Yeah. I would hope that's the way it would 
happen... that they get to the point where 
they feel like they wouldn't need me, but I 
certainly don't think that's uh... I think 
it's really up to Betty, and I think that... 
that's gonna be pretty much her decision, 
her terms. 
Last change — last few sentences. 
You can always have somebody to stick by 
you... even if its just for these sessions 
that we're having or for a friend. I think 
that Patsy, while we're here, I think that 
she'll be with us while we're here but even 
281 
after we do leave we'll probably still see 
her at times. Run into her or bump into her. 
Yeah, she's come close not only as a worker 
but as a good friend. 
R: Like a big sister. 
I: Well, I can see why she selected you as a 
case for me. 
B: Well, it's very true, that Patsy has gone out 
of her way on days when she didn't have to be 
here, when she's needed. I don't know anyone 
else who would do that. 
H: When she was needed she was there. 
Quantitative Hypotheses. 
The 'Milan style' meta-hypothesis is that this is a 
competently incompetent family that has learned an effec¬ 
tive 'helpless-hopeless' style of relating. This 
'requires' the ongoing active involvement of a network 
of helping professionals. There are additional indications 
that this family has become adept at choosing which 
helping professional will be allowed "all the way in 
(Mother, from interview). The family therapy rating 
team theorized that this family behaves as if all 
believed Mother to be incompetent and that after her 'one 
trial learning' of parental incompetence — her loss of 
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control in beating her eldest child over a decade ago, 
the consequent massive response from the network of 
helping agencies — the family has learned to use its 
'helplessness' as a presenting edge with which to screen 
individual helping professionals in order to serially 
'adopt' special helpers with the right mixture of firm¬ 
ness and caring that allow the family (including mother) 
to continue to disqualify her parenting abilities and 
other adult qualities. This appears to have been the 
course of engagement for both Patsy Taylor and her 
predecessor with this family. It may be that as Family 
One evolved a rule requiring a 'husband' from the human 
service network, the Delgardos have learned to require 
an outside 'mother.' The interview and collateral 
information made clear that this family is adept at 
winnowing out those professionals "who really care" 
from those who are just 'doing their jobs.' One story 
about how Patsy Taylor responded after working hours and 
met mother, Betty, at the hospital bedside of her oldest 
son after a serious accident can be construed as a 
'test' for this mother role which was passed with flying 
colors. Betty: "She didn't have to be there, but she 
was... She really cares..." This special role as an 
adopted family member is reinforced for the helping 
professional by the family by allowing for a special 
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degree of influence and an improvement in behavior, 
though never enough to threaten their loss of 'multi- 
problem' status. An example of this rewarding, 'getting 
better' behavior might be mother Betty's three attempts 
to graduate from community college — each matriculation 
assisted and encouraged by Ms. Taylor. On each occasion 
Betty got very good grades, each time she had to drop 
out because of "family stress." Two examples of the degree 
of influence Ms. Taylor had gained with this family should 
suffice. As has already been mentioned, she partici¬ 
pated, albeit reluctantly, in the massive intervention 
by the DSS social worker that made older daughter 
Heather's return home from foster care conditional on 
Betty obtaining an injunction barring her second husband 
from the home. In the interviewer's opinion, it was Ms. 
Taylor's firm and comforting support that had made the 
success of this crucial intervention possible. (During 
the course of the interview she skillfully gave credit 
to Betty for her "strength" and "courage" in doing what 
had to be done to bring her daughter home.) As another 
example, Ms. Taylor related in collateral information 
that she had succeeded in setting a firm goal for the 
oldest child's return home from foster care — when he 
succeeded in pulling his grades up to an agreed level he 
would be able to return home. 
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The CMM rating team saw this family as strongly 
prefigured by their rule of rules requiring their 
"competent incompetence." Thus: 
HI: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they 'had to 
say what they did no matter what others might 
say or do next' such that the family members 
would all be significantly more so pre¬ 
figured than the helping professional 
(Scale Bl). 
Similar reasoning, the belief that this family had 
deeply integrated their rule of rules into their communi¬ 
cative behavior in the presence of helping professionals 
added two additional hypotheses. Thus: 
H2: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they 'had to 
say what they did because of the kind of 
family this is,' such that the family members 
would all be significantly more prefigured 
than the helping professional (Scale Al). 
H3: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they 'had to 
say what they did because of the kind of person 
I am,' such that the family members would all 
be significantly more so prefigured than the 
helping professional (Scale A2). 
Because of the reserve and discomfort shown through¬ 
out the interview by the older daughter Heather, which 
was related by both rating teams to her precarious and 
unresolved status — living at home but in legal custody 
of DSS -- it was predicted that she would feel more 
lationship with other helping trapped by 'this family's re 
285 
professionals' than other family members. In addition 
it was argued that the helping professional revealed a 
'dual loyalty' bind in the interview when the topic of 
H^cither s DSS social worker was raised, and because of 
her general frustration over this family's continued 
engagement with other helping professionals, it was 
predicted that she would share Heather's feeling of being 
'trapped by this family's relationship with other helping 
professionals.' Thus: 
H4: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they feel 
'trapped by other helping professionals,' 
such that daughter Heather and the helping 
professional will be more greatly trapped 
than other individuals (Scale E5). 
H5: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they are 
influenced by other helping professionals, 
such that daughter Heather and the helping 
professional will be more greatly influenced 
than other individuals (Scale F4). 
H6: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they are 
confused about this family's relationship 
with other helpers (Scale G4). 
Because both rating teams interpreted the critical 
episode as one in which the three children present for 
the interview were strongly seeking to clarify Patsy's 
commitment to helping their mother after they leave home, 
it was deduced that there had been confusion about how 
far Patsy would go to sustain their mother. inerefore. 
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H?• There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they need 
clarity about their family (in the context 
of 3.n episode discussing the children leaving 
home), such that the children will be more in 
need of clarity about the family (Scale C2). 
H8: There is a significant difference among family 
members in the degree to which they need 
clarity about the helping professional's 
role, such that the children will be more in 
need of clarity than will their mother 
(Scale Cl). 
H9: There is a significant difference among family 
members in the degree to which they feel 
confused about the role of the helping 
professional, such that the children will 
feel more confused than will their mother 
(Scale G3). 
H10: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they were 
'strongly influenced' by the episode, such 
that mother and the helping professional will 
be more strongly influenced than will the 
children (Scale H). 
Because during the self-report procedure the helping 
professional made known her surprise and feeling of 
confusion about the son's evident high regard for her, 
it was predicted that she would report higher confusion 
about her relationship with 'a particular family member.' 
Thus: 
Hll: There is a significant difference among indi¬ 
viduals in the degree to which they were 
confused about a 'relationship with a 
particular family member,' such that the 
helping professional will be significantly 
more confused than the family members 
(Scale G2). 
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Quantitative Results. 
Mean ranks for all variables discussed are shown in 
Table 5. The results of hypotheses tests for Family 
Three are as follows: 
Hypothesis One was confirmed (see Scale Bl, K-W = 12.214, 
p = .016). There was a significant difference among 
individuals on the degree to which they 'had to say 
what they did no matter what others might say or do 
next.' Consistent with the prediction, the family 
members were significantly more prefigured in their 
communication than the helping professional. 
Hypothesis Two, that the family members would be signifi¬ 
cantly more prefigured by 'the kind of family this 
is' than the helping professional, was not confirmed 
(see Scale Al, K-W = 5.608, p = .230). The right 
order of rank was predicted, but the difference 
was not significant. 
Hypothesis Three, that the family members would be signifi¬ 
cantly more prefigured by 'the kind of person I am,' 
was not confirmed (see Scale A4, K-W = 3.263, p = 
.515). There was no significant difference among 
individual responses. 
Hypothesis Four was confirmed (see Scale E5, K-W = 29.721, 
p < .001). There was a significant difference among 
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individuals in the degree to which they felt 
'trapped by other helping professionals.' Consis¬ 
tent with the prediction, daughter Heather and the 
helping professional felt more trapped than the 
other family members. 
Hypothesis Five was confirmed (see Scale F4, K-W = 28.822, 
p < .001). There was a significant difference among 
individuals in the degree to which they were influ¬ 
enced by other helping professionals. Consistent 
with the prediction, daughter Heather and the 
helping professional were more influenced than other 
family members. 
Hypothesis Six was confirmed (see Scale G4, K-W = 34.350, 
p < ,001). There was a significant difference among 
individuals in the degree to which they were confused 
* about 'this family's relationship with other helping 
professionals.' While confidence in the hypothesis 
was not strong enough to risk a prediction of 
directionality, the results were, in fact, consistent 
with Hypothesis Four and Five; daughter Heather and 
the helping professional felt more confused than 
other family members. 
Hypothesis Seven was confirmed (see Scale C2, K-W = 9.794, 
p = .044). There was a significant difference among 
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individuals in the degree to which they need clarity 
about their family (in the context of the interview 
episode). Consistent with the prediction, the 
children were more in need of clarity than mother 
or the helping professional. 
Hypothesis Eight was confirmed (see Scale Cl, K-W = 10.463, 
p = .015). There was a significant difference among 
family members in the degree to which they need 
clarity about the helping professional. Consistent 
with the prediction, the children were more in need 
of clarity than their mother. 
Hypothesis Nine was partially confirmed (see Scale G3, 
K-W = 11.252, p = .01). There was a significant 
difference among family members in the degree to 
which they felt confused about the role of the 
helping professional. However, only the two 
daughters reported this significantly greater 
confusion, the son's score was not elevated. 
Hypothesis. Ten was confirmed (see Scale H, K-W = 27.567, 
p = .001). There was a significant difference 
among individuals in the degree to which they were 
influenced by the episode. Consistent with the 
prediction, mother and the helping professional 
were more strongly influenced than the children. 
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Hypothesis Eleven, that the helping professional would 
be more confused about 'her relationship about a 
particular family member' than any other individual, 
was not confirmed (see Scale G2, K-W = 4.953, p = 
.292) . The right order of rank was predicted, but 
the difference was not significant. 
Discussion of Quantitative Results. 
The quantitative results for Family Three confirmed 
in detail the meta-hypothesis that this is a family 
governed by a rule requiring them to be 'competently 
incompetent.' The part of the interview from which the 
critical episode was taken was clearly of powerful moment 
to the family. In a familiar and comfortable context, 
that is, in the strong and comforting presence of Patsy 
Taylor, their helping professional, the family dealt with 
the threatening issue of 'launching.' As they explored 
ways of leaving home while continuing to support their 
mother, the kids each found nice things to say about 
Patsy Taylor. For them the episode can be reconstructed 
"It's going to be hard to leave home with Mom such a mess. 
She functions better with Patsy around. Let's get Patsy 
to stick around." 
The seeming lack of congruity between the positive 
results of Scale Al — that family members were strongly 
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prefigured by the episode (Scale B2) than by the 'kind 
of person I am' (Scale A4) can be explained by the kids 
being more greatly influenced by the 'practical' logical 
force of wanting reassurance that Ms. Taylor would stay 
engaged and care for their mother after they left home. 
This supposition is clearly confirmed by the positive 
results of Hypotheses 7 through 10. Here the childrens' 
greater need for clarity about their family, and Patsy 
Taylor and the two daughters greater confusion about Ms. 
Taylor's role contrasts nicely with the effect of their 
reaching for clarity through complexity — 'will Patsy 
Taylor be available to care for Mom after we leave?' — 
on their mother and on Ms. Taylor. (See results of 
Hypothesis 10.) Even the partial failure of Hypothesis 9, 
that son Ricky did not report confusion over Ms. Taylor's 
role fits the pre-hypothesis rating team observation that 
he was the 'leader' of the sibling sub-system in 'stroking' 
Patsy Taylor for her help in the past in the hope it would 
encourage her to maintain her support for their mother. 
For whatever historical reasons (and Ms. Taylor was 
suprised at his positive regard for her) his relative 
lack of confusion about her role in supporting his 
mother allowed him greater leeway in inviting ner to 
maintain that support. While the successful result of 
Hypothesis 7 measured the difference between the children's 
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need for clarity about their family in this episode than 
their mother or the helping professional, it is inter¬ 
esting to note, post hoc, that daughter Lenora, whose 
style in presentation, it had been observed, differed 
markedly from the rest of her family had a mean score on 
this scale as much elevated over her siblings as theirs 
is over their mother and the helping professional. Lenora 
really needs clarity about her family. 
The results of Hypotheses 4, 5 and 6 — relating to 
daughter Heather's and the helping professional's greater 
sense of being trapped by, influenced by, and confused 
about other helping professionals was a straightforward 
interpretation of non-verbal cues (by Heather) and the 
implied stress of the interview context (on Patsy Taylor). 
Nothing startling in the confirmation of these hypotheses, 
but it is a nice confirmation of the dual research method, 
when participants' self-report matches perfectly with 
observer inference. 
Post-Hoc Analysis. 
A post-hoc data snoop into the unpredicted Kruskal 
Wallace analysis of variance data reveals patterns con¬ 
sistent with the predicted data. For Scale C3 (need for 
clarity about 'other helping professionals) and on Scale 
E5 (trapped by other helping professionals) both daughter 
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Heather's and the helping professional's scores were 
significantly elevated -- a finding consistent with 
Hypotheses 4, 5 and 6. On Scale C2 (need for clarity 
about the family) the three children's scores are sig¬ 
nificantly higher than their mother's or the helping 
professional's -- with 'different' daughter Lenora's 
well above that of her siblings. On Scale C4 (need for 
clarity about 'a particular member of the family') 
Lenora's score again is significantly elevated, which 
can be interpreted as reflecting her discomfort and need 
for clarification regarding the story her mother tells 
about her not wanting to live with her after she's 
married. The results of Scale C5 (need for clarity about 
self) reveal the same pattern as Hypothesis 9 (Scale G3 
— confusion about the helping professional's role) in 
that the two daughters scores were elevated while son's 
and mother's (and in this case, the helping professional's) 
were not. Again it can be interpreted that unlike his 
sisters but like his mother, son Ricky felt clear about 
his behavior in this episode in which he took such a 
leading role in attempting to further induct the helping 
professional into a long term commitment to care for his 
mother. Results of Scale C6 (need for clarity about the 
episode) and Scale FI (influence of episode on self) 
295 
reveals the other side of this pattern, here the two 
daughters and the helping professional have significantly 
elevated scores, revealing their relative lack of clarity 
and sense of 'steering' the episode. Interestingly, 
daughter Lenora's score is 'spiked' — higher than the 
others, again perhaps indicating her concern over her 
mother's disclosure Qf her 'disloyalty' not wanting to live 
home after marriage. The results of responses to Scale 
El (trapped by the episode) in which the helping profes¬ 
sional's score is significantly elevated, fits well with 
the results of Hypothesis 10 (Scale H — degree of 
influence of the episode), and should have been able to 
have been predicted. Here the helping professional 
reveals her feeling of being trapped by this inductive 
'love-in' episode which calls on her to care for mother 
Betty after the kids leave home. Betty, of course, does 
not feel so trapped. Only one anomoly was revealed in 
this 'data snoop' of significant variances that had not 
been predicted, on Scale E4 (trapped by relationship with 
the helping professional), daughter Lenora reported 
feeling significantly more trapped. An explanation 
consistent with other data would be that her discomfort 
about her mother 'telling on her' — relating the story 
of her not wanting to live home after marriage was 
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particularly stressful in the presence of Patsy Taylor 
and contributed to her feeling of being trapped. Another 
explanation would relate the helping professional's 
seemingly extensive knowledge of Lenora's behavior: 
"She's started sleeping about" (collateral information) 
to Lenora's efforts at least for the interview to present 
as the 'good daughter' in dress and affect. If she has 
any inkling of Patsy Taylor's intimate knowledge of her 
behavior — which she might surmise from the close 
relationship between her mother and Patsy — this might 
contribute to her trapped feelings. 
McQuitty Cluster Analyses. 
McQuitty Cluster Analyses for all persons in this 
section are shown in Table 6. 
Betty Delgardo had three interrelated clusters. In 
the first cluster, there were significant correlations 
between her need for clarity about herself (Scale C5) and 
her feeling of being trapped by her family's relationships 
to other helping professionals (Scale E5) (rs = .75, 
p = .001) and between the latter (Scale E5) and her need 
for clarity about other helping professionals (Scale C3) 
(rs = .68, p = .003). 'The more I feel trapped and need 
clarity about my family's relationship to other profes¬ 
sional helpers (not Patsy Taylor, who is 'special'), the 
more I need clarity about myself.' 
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TABLE 6 
SPEARMAN CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS 
FOR FAMILY THREEa 
1
 
1
 
1
 
1
 
1
 
1
 
1
 
1
 
1
 
1
 
ii
 
ii
 
ii
 
ii
 
ii
 
ii
 
n
 
Highest rs 
Within Cluster 
Highest r^ 
Outside Cluster 
Betty Delgardo 
Cluster 1 
Scale C5 .75 with E5 .64 with El** 
E5 .75 with C5 .30 with C4,C6 
El, E2 
C5 .68 with C3 .30 with C4 , C6 
El,E2 
C3 .68 with C5 -.38 with Dl 
Cluster 2 
Scale El .71 with E3 .64 with C5** 
E3 .71 with El -.60 with C2** 
E3 .71 with E2 .60 with C2** 
E2 .71 with E3 -.37 with Dl 
Cluster 3 
Scale C2 .61 with C4 .60 with E3** 
C4 .61 with C2 .59 with El** 
C4 .59 with C6 .59 with El** 
C6 .59 with C4 .37 with E3 
C2 -.52 with Dl .60 with E3** 
Dl -.52 with C2 -.42 with E3* 
Ricky Delgardo 
Cluster 1 
Scale C2 .83 with E2 .14 with C4 
E2 .83 with C2 .36 with C5 
C2 -.39 with E4 .14 with C4 
ii
 
n
 
ii
 
ii
 
ii
 
II
 
n
 
ii
 
ii
 
E4 -.39 with C2 .29 with Dl 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests 12. 
Each analysis is based on 17 speech acts, 
b Non-significant, except as noted: * p < .1, P < 
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TABLE 6aa 
Highest rs 
Within Cluster 
Highest rgk 
Outside Cluster 
Ricky Delgardo (con' t) 
Cluster 2 
Scale C4 
.81 with E3 
.33 with C5 
E3 .81 with C4 
-.32 with E4 
E3 .52 with Dl 
-.32 with E4 
D1 
.52 with E3 
-.73 with C2 
C4 
-.50 with Dl 
.33 with C5 
Dl 
-.50 with C4 
-.32 with E4 
C4 
-.43 with Cl .33 with C5 
Cl 
-.43 with C4 
-.14 with E2 
Dl 
-.39 with C3 
-.32 with E4 
C3 -.39 with Dl -.12 with C5 
.12 with E2 
Dl -.39 with C6 -.32 with E4 
C6 -.39 with Dl -.12 with C5 
.12 with E2 
Dl -.39 with El -.32 with E4 
El -.39 with Dl -.12 with C5 
.12 with E2 
Dl -.39 with E5 -.32 with E4 
E5 -.39 with Dl -.12 with C5 
.12 with E2 
Heather Delgardo 
Cluster 1 
Scale E4 .80 with E5 .43 with C5** 
E5 .80 with E4 .37 with C4 
Cluster 2 
Scale C4 .76 with C5 .42 with E3* 
C5 .76 with C4 .46 with E3* * 
C5 -.61 with El .46 with E3* * 
El -.61 with C5 -.32 with C3 
El .54 with E2 -.32 with C3 
E2 .54 with El .28 with E4 
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II
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ii
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n
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II
 
ll
 
ii
 
ll
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ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ii
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
ll
 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests - 12. 
Each analysis is based on 17 speech acts. ^ 
b Non-significant, except as noted: * p < .1, ** P < *0j 
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TABLE 6ba 
Highest rs Highest rsb 
Within Cluster Outside Cluster 
Heather Delgardo (con't) 
Cluster 3 
Scale C2 
-.73 
Dl 
-.73 
C2 .61 
Cl .61 
Dl -.40 
Cl -.40 
Cluster 4 
Scale C3 .43 
E3 .43 
with Dl .59 with C5** 
with C2 
-.38 with C6 
with Cl .59 with C5** 
with C2 . 36 with C3 
with Cl -.38 with C6 
with Dl .36 with C3 
with E3 -.42 with E2* 
with C3 .46 with C5** 
Lenora Delgardo 
Cluster 1 
Scale El .86 
E2 .86 
Cluster 2 
Scale C3 -.81 
Dl -.81 
C3 -.58 
C5 -.58 
Dl . 57 
C5 .57 
C5 -.44 
Cl -.44 
Cluster 3 
Scale C4 .61 
C6 .61 
Cluster 4 
Scale E3 .51 
E4 .51 
E3 .49 
C2 .49 
with E2 .32 with C6 
with El .41 with E3* 
with Dl -.38 with E2 
with C3 -.39 with E2 
with C5 -.38 with E2 
with C3 .42 with C6 * 
with C5 -.39 with E2 
with Dl .42 with C6 * 
with Cl .42 with C6* 
with C5 -.32 with E2 
with C6 -.34 with C3 
with C4 .43 with E3 
with E4 .48 with C4** 
with E3 -.28 with C4 
with C2 .48 with C4** 
with E3 -.41 with E5* 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests = 12. 
Each analysis is based on 17 speech acts, 
b Non-significant, except as noted: * p < .1, ** P < • 05 
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TABLE 6ca 
Highest rs 
Within Cluster 
Highest rs 
Outside Cluster 
Patsy Taylor 
Cluster 1 
Scale E2 .96 with E3 .53 with C3,C4 * * 
E3 .96 with E2 .53 with C2,C3,C4 ** 
E2 .84 with E5 .53 with C3,C4** 
E5 .84 with E2 .58 with C2,C3,C4** 
E5 -.82 with El .58 with C2,C3,C4** 
El -.82 with E5 -.62 with C2,C3,C4** 
E5 -.76 with Dl .58 with C2,C3,C4** 
D1 
-.76 with E5 -.23 with C2,C3,C4 
Cluster 2 
Scale C2 .75 with C5 -.62 with El* * 
C5 .75 with C2 -.42 with El* 
C2 .75 with C6 -.42 with El** 
C6 .75 with C2 -.42 with El* 
■ C3 .75 with C5 -.62 with El** 
C5 .75 with C3 -.42 with El* 
C3 .75 with C6 -.62 with El** 
C6 .75 with C3 -.42 with El* 
C4 .75 with C5 -.62 with El** 
C5 .75 with C4 -.42 with El* 
C4 .75 with C6 -.62 with El** 
C6 .75 with C4 -.42 with El* 
a Degrees of freedom for all tests = 12. 
Each analysis is based on 17 speech acts, 
b Non-significant, except as noted: * p < .1, ** P < .05 
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In turn, this cluster is strongly related to her 
second cluster through her feeling of being trapped by 
the interview episode (Scale El). This second cluster 
consists of high correlations between her feeling of 
being trapped by 'a particular family member' (Scale E3) 
and her trapped feelings about the episode (Scale El) 
(rs = *71, p = .001), and about 'the kind of family this 
is' (Scale E2) (rs = .71, p = .001). Without an ability 
to identify whether there is a single 'particular family 
member' and if so, who, it is difficult to pin down the 
rule underlying this cluster. An interpretation consis¬ 
tent with other results, that identifies her son Ricky, 
who played such a leading role in this episode, as the 
'particular family member' would be: 'The more I feel 
trapped by Ricky's talking about what's going to happen 
when he and the other kids leave home, the more trapped 
I feel by this episode and by the kind of family this is 
— (they aren't going to ’^babysit" me after I'm grown, 
even though that's what I want."). 
Her third cluster is related to the second through 
her trapped feelings about a particular family member 
(Scale E3) and the episode (Scale El). This third cluster 
relates her need for clarity about a 'particular family 
member' (Scale C4) with her need for clarity about her 
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family (Scale C2) (rg = .61, p = .007). In turn, her 
need for clarity about a particular member of her family 
(Scale C4) is strongly correlated with a need for clarity 
about the episode (Scale C6) (rs = .59, p = .008). Her 
need for clarity about her family (Scale C2) has a strong 
negative correlation with how much she likes what is 
going on in the episode (Scale Dl) (rs = -.52, p = .02). 
Following the interpretation used in Cluster Two, this 
cluster might be read as: 'The more I need to understand 
what Ricky is getting at in this episode (what will 
happen to the family when the kids leave home), the less 
do I like it!' 
Her son Ricky had two relatively unrelated clusters. 
The first correlates his need for clarity about his 
family (Scale C2) with a feeling of being trapped by his 
family (Scale. E2) (rs = .83, p = .001) and negatively 
with a feeling of being trapped by the 'special' helping 
professional, Patsy Taylor (Scale E4) (rs = -.39, p - 
.069). 'The clearer I am about the trap of my family, 
the more sure I am that Patsy will release me (from 
having to perpetually care for my mother).' 
His second cluster of correlations is a complicated 
series of linkages between his need for clarity about a 
particular member of his family' (Scale C4), presumably 
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his mother and his trapped feeling about her (Scale E3) 
(rs — *81f p — .001). His feeling of being trapped by 
his relationship to her (Scale E3) is negatively corre¬ 
lated to how much he likes what is going on in the 
episode (Scale Dl) (rs = -.52, p = .02) , and his need for 
clarity about her (Scale C4) is also negatively correlated 
with liking what is going on (Scale Dl) (rs = -.50, p = 
.026). His need for clarity about her (Scale C4) is 
also negatively correlated with a need for clarity about 
Patsy Taylor (Scale Cl) (rs = -.43, p = .049). The degree 
to which he likes the episode (Scale Dl) is also nega¬ 
tively correlated with four other scales, with his need 
for clarity about ’other helping professionals' (Scale 
C3) (rs = -.39, p = .068), with a need for clarity about 
the episode (Scale C6) (rs = -.39, p = .068), with feeling 
trapped about the episode (Scale El) (rs = -.39, p = 
.068). The linkages in this complex cluster exquisitely 
illustrate the subtle management of awareness performed 
by Ricky in this episode. 'The more I reach for clarity 
about Mom the more trapped I feel and the less I like 
it, but the clearer I am about Patsy Taylor the less do 
I need clarity about Mom. The clearer I get about what's 
going on in the episode, the more I feel trapped, and 
the more I understand about my family's relations with 
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other helpers (besides Patsy) the more trapped I feel 
— and the less I like it.' 
For his sister Heather there are four clusters. All 
are related through her need for clarity about herself 
(Scale C5). Cluster one relates her feelings of being 
trapped by Patsy Taylor (Scale E4) with her trapped 
feeling about her family's relating to other helpers 
(Scale E5) (rs = .80, p = .001). For Heather, only 
precariously home at all (still in legal custody to 
DSS), Patsy (with power to influence whether she can 
stay with her family) is not as differentiated from 
other helping professionals as she is for the rest of 
her family. 'The more trapped I feel by other helpers 
(presumably her DSS social worker), the more I feel 
trapped by Patsy.' 
Cluster two relates her need for clarity about a 
'particular family member' (Scale C4, presumably her 
mother) with her need for clarity about herself (Scale 
C5) (rs = .76, p = .001). Her need for clarity about 
herself (Scale C5), in turn, is negatively correlated 
with a feeling of being trapped by the episode (Scale 
El) (rg = -.61, p = .007), and her feeling of being 
trapped about herself (Scale El) is correlated with her 
feeling of being trapped by her family (Scale E2) 
(rs = .54, P = .016). 'As I need clarity about my 
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mother, I need clarity about myself. The more trapped 
I feel about what's going on, the more trapped I feel 
about my family. However, the more trapped I feel about 
what's going on the less I feel a need for clarity about 
myself. The more trapped I feel by this episode in 
which my mother's neediness is revealed, which is 
typical of my family, the clearer I am about myself. 
Cluster three negatively relates her need for 
clarity about her family (Scale C2) with how much she 
likes the episode (Scale Dl) (rs = -.73, p = .001) and 
positively with a need for clarity about Patsy Taylor 
(Scale Cl) (rs = .61, p = .007). Her need for clarity 
about Patsy Taylor (Scale Cl) is also negatively corre¬ 
lated with how much she likes the episode (Scale Dl) 
(rs = -.40, p = .062). 'The more I like this episode 
in which my brother and sister and I are complimenting 
Patsy on the way she helps Mom, the less I need clarity 
about the family and Patsy (because I hope she'll take 
over).' 
Cluster four relates her need for clarity about 
other helpers (Scale C3) with her feeling of being 
trapped by her mother (Scale E3) (rs = .43, p = .053). 
'The more trapped I feel by my mother, the more I need 
DSS social worker (despite to get some clarity from my 
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my protestations, maybe I really don't want to come 
home, that much)." 
The youngest daughter had four clusters. Clusters 
one and four were related through her feeling of being 
trapped by a 'particular family member* (presumably her 
mother. Scale E3); Cluster two and three are related 
through her need for clarity about the episode (Scale C6). 
Cluster one correlates her feeling of being trapped 
by the episode (Scale El) with her feeling of being 
trapped by the 'kind of family this is' (Scale E3) (rs = 
.86, p = .001). 'The more I feel trapped by this family, 
the more I feel trapped by the episode.' 
Cluster two negatively relates her need for clarity 
about other helpers (Scale C3) with how much she likes 
the episode (Scale Dl) (rs = -.81, p = .001). Her need 
for clarity about other helpers (Scale C3) is also 
negatively correlated with a need for clarity about 
herself (Scale C5) (rs = -.58, p = .01). Her need for 
clarity about herself (Scale C5) is positively correlated 
with the degree to which she likes the episode (Scale Dl) 
(rs = .57/ p = .001), and negatively correlated with her 
need for clarity about Patsy Taylor (Scale Cl) (Scale 
C5 with Cl, rs = -.44, p = .044). 'The more I like 
what's going on in this episode in which we are inducing 
307 
Patsy to stick around and take care of Mom after we 
leave home, tne less do 1 need clarity about other helpers. 
l^ss I need clarity about other helpers, the more I 
need clarity about myself, and the better I like it, 
because if I really can rely on Patsy to take over, then 
I don't have to worry so much about figuring out other 
helpers, and maybe can begin a self-examination process 
so I can leave home, and I like that. Because she may 
free me from the familiar trap of my family, the clearer 
I am about Patsy Taylor, the less clear I am about myself.' 
Cluster three relates her need for clarity about her 
mother (Scale C4) with her need for clarity about the 
episode (Scale C6) (rs = .61, p = .007). 'The more I 
need to understand how this episode is going, the more 
I need to understand my mother.' 
Cluster four relates her feeling of being trapped 
by her mother (Scale E3) with her feeling of being trapped 
by Patsy Taylor (Scale E4) (rs = .51, p = .023) and with 
her need for clarity about her family (Scale C2) (rs = 
.49, p = .026). 'The more I feel trapped by the episode, 
the more I feel trapped by Patsy Taylor and the more I 
need clarity about my family.' 
For Patsy Taylor, the helping professional, there 
are two significant clusters, related through her trapped 
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feeling about the episode (Scale El) and her need for 
clarity about the family (Scale C2), other helping pro¬ 
fessionals (Scale C3) and a particular member of the 
family (Scale C4). 
The first cluster related her feeling of being 
trapped by 'the kind of family this is' (Scale E2) with 
her feeling of being trapped by 'a particular member of 
the family' (presumably mother, Betty) (Scale E3) (rs = 
.96, p = .001). Her feeling of being trapped by the 
family (Scale E2) also correlated with her feeling of 
entrapment about 'this family's relationship with other 
helping professionals' (their 'multi-problem' status) 
(Scale E5) (rs = .84, p = .001). Her sense of entrap¬ 
ment about the family's 'multi-problem' status (Scale E5) 
is, in turn, negatively correlated with her feeling of 
being trapped by the episode (Scale El) (rs = -.82, p = 
.001) and with how well she liked what was going on 
(Scale Dl) (rs = -.76, p = .001). This cluster clearly 
reveals the power of a competently incompetent family 
to entrap a skilled and caring helping professional. 
"The more I feel trapped by my 'special' relationship 
with Betty, the more I feel trapped by her family and the 
more I feel trapped by their 'multi-problem' status, 
their immense neediness. However, the more I feel 
— 
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trapped by their overwhelming dependence and continued 
need for multiple services, the less I like it because 
I like them and care about them as people. But, the 
more trapped I feel about the inevitability of their 
continued 'multi-problem' status the less trapped do I 
feel by this episode in which the kids are so powerfully 
attempting to get me to take sole responsibility for 
Betty's care after they leave home." 
Cluster two has six correlations of identical value 
(rs = .75, p = .001). Her need for clarity about other 
helping professionals (Scale C3) correlates with her need 
for clarity about herself (Scale C5) and for clarity 
about the episode (Scale C6). Her need for clarity about 
herself (Scale C5) correlates with her need for clarity 
about this family (Scale C2) and with her need for 
clarity about 'a particular member of this family' (Betty, 
Scale C4). Her need for clarity about Betty (Scale C4) 
and her need for clarity about the family (Scale C2) are 
in turn, tied back to her need for clarity about the 
episode (Scale C6). 'As I need clarity about this 
episode (in which 1 am being asked to maintain my special 
relationship with Betty after the kids leave home), I 
need clarity about Betty, her family, and the role of 
other helping professionals. And as I need claritv 
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clarity about -these three important relationships, I 
also need clarity about myself.' 
Summary of Family Three. 
The 'successful' symbiotic relationship between this 
family and the helping professional obviously raises 
questions directly relevant to the concerns of this 
study. If the meta-hypothesis is correct this family 
will improve only so far as to not threaten their status 
as a family deserving and requiring continued help. On 
the other hand there is no doubt that significant improve¬ 
ment in the quality of family life does take place within 
that limitation. In this connection it should be men¬ 
tioned that Ms. Taylor, the helping professional, is a 
highly skilled and experienced worker, and that for part 
of the time of her engagement with this family she was 
supervised by a nationally recognized systemic family 
therapist. In Ms. Taylor's own estimation, this was a 
'successful' case, partly because of her success in 
'thinning out' the number of helping professionals 
involved with the family. Three months after the inter¬ 
view, additional collateral evidence for the meta¬ 
hypothesis was gathered in a second collateral interview 
with Patsy Taylor. She had just terminated her relation¬ 
ship with the Delgardo family, as a result of her taking 
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a 'sabbatical' from her job with the community mental 
health center. Her urgent need for an extended period 
of rest and recovery, in turn, she attributed directly 
to her engagement with the Delgardo's and several other 
families as stressful and demanding. As might have been 
predicted from the data reported above, the family went 
into at least a temporary collapse. Ms. Taylor reported 
that Betty Delgardo seemed deeply depressed, although in 
her characteristically self-effacing manner, was fully 
'understanding' of Patsy's need to withdraw. Following 
their eviction from the isolated farmhouse where the 
interview had taken place, they had moved into a crowded 
tenement in a rundown neighborhood of a dying industrial 
town. Ms. Taylor was concerned because on her final 
visits she noted that the Delgardo home "stank again. 
It had always been messy and chaotic, but after I 
started working with them, at least it was clean." As 
usual, the family was desperately poor. In this new 
crisis, the children seemed to have rallied around. 
Oldest son, Raymond, moved home from foster care when 
he turned 18, and the decision was his. Ms. Taylor 
stated "I think he moved home to take care of her. 
Ricky was, according to Ms. Taylor, "just hanging around 
and doing a lot of drugs, waiting to get busted." She 
had some hopes that Heather, now 16, might be 'rescued' 
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from the family trap, at least temporarily, by her 
impending marriage to her serviceman fiancee. She had, 
however, little hope for Lenora, 14, involved with a 
violently alcoholic man in his twenties. 'What'll happen 
is that she'11 get pregnant and move home to have the 
baby with her mother, and the cycle will go on." With 
several family members in increased difficulty, the 
network of human services was beginning to mobilize, 
and it seemed safe to predict that the family would move 
into it's 'shopping mode' seeking 'that special helper 
who would come all the way in and really understand.' 
Ms. Taylor had facilitated the transfer of the case to 
a colleague at the community mental health center, but 
she was not sure that that relationship would 'take.' 
Whoever is the helper who volunteers to fill the 
vacuum of Ms. Taylor's departure, it seems safe to 
predict that the competent incompetence of this family 
will be perpetuated into the next generation. 
CHAPTER V 
SUMMARY, INTERFAMILIAL INFERENCES/ 
RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
Introduction 
Chapter Five is divided into four different parts. 
The first is a summary of the research. Next, some of 
the interfamilial inferences that can be drawn from the 
three family/helping professional communications systems 
described in detail in Chapter Four are discussed. The 
third part is a discussion of the research implications 
of the study; and this part is further subdivided into 
two subsections. The first subsection presents impli¬ 
cations of this study for future research on the 'multi- 
problem' family phenomenon. The second subsection 
discusses methodological implications of this study. 
Finally, the conclusions of this study are presented, 
including implications for family therapy in the public 
sector. 
Summary 
The purpose of this study was to investigate, by 
means of a case study approach, the 'existential hypothesis 
that the 'multi-problem' status of some families, i.e.. 
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their long term multi-agency engagement, is characterized 
by communicational logics that tend to perpetuate that 
engagement. 
The 'multi-problem' family phenomenon has been of 
great concern for helping professionals who have come 
in contact with it since the construct first came into 
wide use in the late 1940's. Over three decades, studies 
repeatedly revealed that in every human service cachement 
area studied a small minority of families receiving 
publicly supported human service help received grossly 
disproportionate allocations of the time, energy and 
attention of public agency helpers. The literature re¬ 
veals that these families, also known by such synonyms 
as 'resistant,' 'hard to reach,' 'hardcore' and 'intract¬ 
able,' catylized much frustration among helping profes¬ 
sionals. 'Multi-problem' families have been described 
as sharing three general attributes: poverty, problems 
requiring public agency assistance, and a 'resistance' 
to that assistance which ensures the continued efforts 
of public agency helpers to help, sometimes for several 
generations. 
As a newly respectable helping modality, family 
therapy has begun to enter public sector work in a major 
way over the last decade. In the competition for hegemony 
of therapeutic ideologies Family Therapy Theory has armed 
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itself with a new systemic epistemology which has success¬ 
fully provided alternate explanations and interventions 
pathological and problem-maintaining human behavior. 
In recent years a few family therapy researchers and 
writers have directed the attention of the field to 
issues of the family in its larger social system context, 
including the relationship between families and public 
agencies attempting to assist them. Yet there have been 
no studies which detail a model of the communications 
tangles characteristic of 'multi-problem' families. 
Systemic Family Therapy needs to develop an interactional 
perspective of the stubbornly maintained homeostasis 
represented by the label 'multi-problem' family if it 
is to avoid unwittingly joining in a perpetuation of the 
status quo. 
For this study, three families meeting an opera¬ 
tionalized definition of 'multi-problem' were interviewed 
conjointly with a helping professional important to the 
family. Three different family/agency professional 
communicational supra-systems were thereby assessed and 
described. The interviews, using a standard format and 
a Milan style 'circular questioning' technique, sought 
information on the history and current functioning of 
each family's engagement with public sector helping 
professionals. These interviews were videotaped and 
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subjected to analysis by two independent rating teams 
with two persons on each team. One team was formed 
of experienced systemic family therapists who constructed 
a Milan style 'rule of rules' meta-hypothesis for each 
family to provisionally answer the question: "Why does 
this family need to be 'multi-problem'?" The family 
therapy rating team also selected episodes from the 
taped interview which in their opinion best exemplified 
the family's 'rule of rules' in operation. 
The second rating team, composed of two experienced 
CMM communications researchers, analyzed the videotaped 
interviews for the micro-patterns of meaning construal 
that seemed to be operant — the flow of messages and 
of messages about messages across contextual levels to 
and from which family members and helping professionals 
construct social meaning. The CMM team also selected an 
episode that seemed to them 'critical' from the taped 
interview. 
Following the qualitative analysis of the taped 
interview by the rating teams, a brief episode selected 
as 'critical' or as best exemplifying the rule of rules 
thought to characterize the family was shown back to each 
family and helping professional for their self-rating of 
their own communication. A Likert scaled questionnaire 
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developed for this study from prior CMM research was 
utilized for this process. Families and helping pro¬ 
fessionals were interviewed separately in this stage of 
the research to encourage free comment on the family/ 
helping professional relationship. The taped critical 
episode was first shown through with enough prior and 
post episode footage to establish context. Then each 
participant was asked to fill out a complete question¬ 
naire after each speech act in the episode. 
The qualitative data from the two rating team 
analyses, as well as collateral case information, were 
used to frame research hypotheses for each family/helping 
professional communications system. 
The quantitative results obtained by analyzing the 
results of the research hypotheses were used to enrich 
the qualitative data produced by rater observation. 
The combined results produced a 'portrait' of each family/ 
helping professional communications system. 
Interfamilial Inferences 
Obviously, reliable trends about 'multi-problem 
families in general cannot be extrapolated with any 
reliability from a sample of three. Yet there are some 
intriguing implications raised by the evidence of this 
study. 
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Human Service Helpers as 1 Husbands, ' 'Fathers' and 
'Mothers 1. 
Two of the three families studied were single 
parent, mother headed households. In both of these 
families the interface of the family with public sector 
human services took the form of a single 'special' human 
service worker becoming 'adopted' as an important family 
member, as the 'husband' in Family One and the 'mother' 
in Family Three. In Family Two, where the father/husband 
remained with the family, there was no such 'adoption' 
process. The literature, three other research families 
not reported on in this study, and the researcher's 
clinical experience tend to support the possibility that 
a trend exists for single parent mother headed families 
labeled 'multi-problem' because of their multi-agency 
contacts, to more frequently "adopt"/"be adopted by" a 
single 'special' helping professional than father headed 
and couple led families. A cautionary note about this 
possible trend should immediately be noted. The femini¬ 
zation of poverty' is the process, very rapid over the 
last two decades, by which poverty in America is becoming 
synonomous with a sub-class of women and women headed 
households. United States Representative Geraldine 
Farraro's Task Force on Women's Economic Issues reports 
319 
that: "If these trends continue, all — 100% — of the 
poverty population would live in female-headed house¬ 
holds by the year 2000. Therefore, any trends which 
highlight differences between female headed single 
parent 'multi-problem' families and those in which the 
parent couple is intact or headed by a male single 
parent should be cautiously stated in that the 'trend' 
may only be picking up the mega — "feminization of 
poverty" — trend. 
Insofar as there may be a trend for mother headed 
single parent 'multi-problem' families to more fre¬ 
quently "adopt"/"be adopted by" surrogate husbands, 
fathers and mothers from the human service network, 
there may be a single major explanation. The same 
sexist cultural context that produces and perpetuates 
the "feminization of poverty" guarantees that female and 
6 There are 9.4 million American families headed by single 
women. Fully 34.6% of them live below the national 
poverty level compared with 11.2% of all families 
living in poverty.... Soaring divorce rates have 
caused more women than ever to become the sole support 
of their families.... In 1981, the median income of 
female-headed families was $10,960, less than half the 
median income of all families. If these trends con¬ 
tinue to the year 2000, all -- 100% of the poverty 
population would live in female-headed households. 
Today, women and in many cases, women with children are: 
75% of all people living in poverty; 69% of all food- 
stamp recipients; 67% of all Legal Service clients, 
66% of all residents of subsidized housing; 61^ of 
those depending on Medicaid. 
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male headed 'multi-problem' families will tend to be 
treated differently. 
It has been noted in this study that the State, in 
the person of human service professionals, tends to 
invade family life as the authority of the traditional 
patriarchal family is destroyed (Lasch, 1977, 1979; 
Donzelot, 1979; Poster, 1978). What these neo-marxist 
commentators do not convey is the adaptive capacities of 
families so 'invaded.' If a mother headed family with 
acting out adolescents succeeds in appointing a pro¬ 
bation officer as the mother's 'husband' and the boys' 
'father,' protector and intercessor in all the family's 
relations with other helpers, which system, family or 
agency, is more powerful? Who is 'invading' whom? It 
is possible that there is something about the 'fit' 
between mother headed families and their human service 
context that makes such an adaptation more likely. The 
power relations between dependent families and their 
human service helpers is reminiscent of the patriarchal 
family. It may be that the 'obstacle' of a husband/ 
father present in a family may tend to prevent the smooth 
co-evolution of such 'special' relationships between 
families and helping professionals. In Family Two, in 
which the husband/father remained with the family, the 
relations with helping professionals resembled a 'war 
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in which splits and alliances within the family are 
mirrored and supported by those in the human-service 
network and vice-versa. 
Additional support for the existence of this trend 
comes from Family Three, where the helping professional 
seems to have been adopted as a surrogate 'mother.' In 
this case she played a crucial role in pressuring the 
woman heading the family to accept an ultimatum from the 
Department of Social Services that she obtain a court 
order to prevent her husband from returning to the family 
home. This case provides direct evidence that human 
service networks may 'prefer' to work with families 
which extrude their husband/father and attach severe 
sanctions for those that fail to do so (in this case it 
was the threat of keeping a child in foster care). 
Three Archtypes. 
The 'multi-problem' family phenomenon has repre¬ 
sented an unsolved dilemma for helping professionals and 
for public human service policy for at least thirty-five 
years. Over the last ten years, roughly since the publi 
cation of Minuchin's Families and Family Therapy (1974), 
family therapy has won enough respectability to enter 
public human service as a major modality along side older 
and more established disciplines. In so doing, it too 
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has begun to encounter the conundrum of 'multi-problem' 
families — 'boundaryless' families whose 'systemic 
interactions' routinely spread across six or more helping 
agencies, 'super resistant' families who reject and 
disqualify all offers of assistance no matter how badly 
it seems needed, 'human service junky' families who know 
more about the delivery of services and the interagency 
politics than the clinician. 
Not based solely on the very limited three family 
sample of this study, these three types — the 'helpless 
hopeless,' the 'mad and glad' and the 'professional 
client' are offeied as tentative agency-enmeshed family 
archtypes. 
This tentative typology is not meant to imply inclu 
sivity or exclusivity of these categories. Rather, they 
were suggested by the clinical experience of the author 
and several colleagues, and interpretation of clinical 
material/case history material reviewed in the 'multi¬ 
problem' family literature review and by the six families 
interviewed for research (the first three of which are 
reported on in this study) . The latter source was dis¬ 
torted by their selection process. Research families were 
recruited by cooperating agency professionals. It is 
helping professional to refer 
deemed unlikely for any 
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their most difficult, 'resistant' and unsuccessful 
cases. 
'Helpless hopeless' families. Clinically, 'helpless 
hopeless' families present very much as the label suggests 
Not only are their lives suffused with perpetual chaos 
and crisis but they appear to be unable to change. In 
effect they are likely to seem vague and confused. A 
defeated and hopeless shrug of the shoulders about how 
they happen to be in such a mess is their metaphoric 
attitude. A search for their family boundaries is a 
frustrating journey through a convoluted maze of helping 
agencies and individuals — many of whom have given up 
on the family. These "meta-complementary" families 
(Watzlawick et al., 1967), have truly joined one or more 
larger systems — or, just as truly, members of these 
systems have joined the family — and it is no longer 
appropriate to talk of 'poorly defined' family boundaries 
the family now includes one or more helping individuals, 
and perhaps whole programs and agencies as well. Just 
as any family does, they will persist in powerful and 
tenacious behavior to protect the existence and integrity 
of their enlarged family. 'Steering capacity' (see 
below) no longer belongs to the original family alone, 
and it has made a successful adaptation to that change. 
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One possibility is that this family type may be particu- 
larly prevalent among families that have lost a member 
to hospitalization, jail, institutional treatment, or 
foster care. If entrances and exits mark nodal points 
in family development, for at least some families, the 
way to stay intact is to join the larger system that has 
adopted/abducted a family member (see Bloomfield, 1982, 
for a revealing interactional look at families with 
members in foster care). 
'Mad and glad1 families. The second type is composed 
of families that are intensively and multiply involved 
with larger helping systems in a contest of symmetrical 
escalation. The 'glad' is added to their provisional 
label because many of these families seem organized by 
their 'joy of combat' with helping agencies and profes¬ 
sionals. Rather than disqualifying and scapegoating 
family members, these families seem to have developed an 
ability to dissolve or avoid intra-familial conflict by 
blaming professionals attempting to help. There can be 
either a single I.P. involved with several helpers and/ 
or other family members with such multiple involvements, 
but the 'style' of involvement is combative, angry and 
resistant. Patterns of involvement can be serial, over¬ 
lapping or concurrent, but these families still exhibit 
325 
the tracings of their original 'natural' family 
boundaries, if only in the resistance and resentment 
they express towards the number and power of the 'experts' 
who have crowded into their family life. Their anger 
towards official outsiders may be sullen, passive and 
confused, but it is sufficiently real that a skillfull 
therapist free to employ a 'joining-the-family-against- 
the-world' strategy might have some hope of disentangling 
them. They may or may not have originally sought help 
for themselves; their symptomatic behavior originally 
may have fallen anywhere on a continuum between being a 
problem simply for the family, to being a problem for 
some larger system, or both. 
Following the trend identified above, these 'mad 
and glad' families may have a larger percentage of male 
husbands/fathers remaining with the family unit than 
other types. 
'Professional client' families. Families of this 
third type are neither helpless/hopeless nor angry in 
their clinical appearance. They present as calm, even 
'rational' when sharing the (well rehearsed) stories of 
their problems. They may joke about their problems and 
convoluted treatment history. They are ultimately far 
frustrating to deal with than 'helpless/hopeless more 
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or 'mad and glad' families because they have transmuted 
hopelessness over change into a positively affirmed 
lifestyle. Their range of experience about, and compe¬ 
tence in negotiating, the web of interacting personal¬ 
ities and agency regulations is likely to exceed that 
of any single clinician. They may be on a first name 
basis with, and able to gossip about, human service 
managers far up the status hierarchy of the professional 
attempting to help them. If the initial metaphoric 
message presented by 'helpless hopeless' families is: 
"Oh god, you've got to help us! We are in the most awful 
mess you've ever seen and we need some special person to 
come all the way in to take care of us*" 'Mad and glad' 
families metaphorically say "You think you're going to 
change us? Ha! You're not the first and you won't be 
the last. We've been pushed around by every blankety 
blank agency around, but they haven't beaten us. Our 
heads are bloody but unbowed." The message of the 
'professional client' family is: "Hi there, we both make 
our living in human services. Tell us about yourself, 
we're pleased to meet you. Oh yes, we know we're 
supposed to tell you about our problems and you re 
supposed to try to help us. That's fine, if you turn 
out to be one of a very few 'special' (mythologized) 
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helpers we ve worked with in the past, we may even 
change (a very little) for you." 
The three archtypes and communicative competence. 
A further understanding of three possible 'multi-problem' 
family types discussed above can be had if their 'logics' 
are appreciated. CMM theory describes communicative 
competence as having three levels. 1) Inadequate or 
incompetent functioning, in which the communicating 
system (families and agencies or agency representatives 
for the purpose ■: of this study) is not capable of 
operating the logic of a given interactive context. 
2) Competent communicators, are characterized by a thorough 
knowledge of and fully competent use of the rules regu¬ 
lating a given arena. Another name given to this level 
of communicative functioning is 'clever competence.' 
3) A third level is characterized by the ability to 
escape or transcend a given interactive context, or an 
ability to 'choose' a particular context rather than 
another. These would be families that 'escape' their 
'multi-problem' status (Cronen, personal communication, 1982). 
The first two types, 'helpless hopeless' and 'mad 
and glad' would be classified as communicatively incompe¬ 
tent. While they may have co-evolved a stable interactive 
style vis-a-vis their human service context which requires 
328 
powerful adaptive responses from helping professionals, 
they cannot be said to have fully mastered the communi¬ 
cations game of enduring familial clienthood. The third 
type, professional client' families, can be fairly 
described as level two, 'competent' communicators, their 
relations with their human service context are character¬ 
ized by a thorough mastery of the rules of the game 
called 'enduring clienthood.' 
To lay out the demands for communicative competence 
in 'operating' the rules of the game — one must learn 
how to be a 'good client.' Assuming that to become 
engaged with several agencies requires a certain minimal 
level of competence, the trap is that to master this 
complex communications 'game' is to become its victim. 
The parts of the dilemma can be layed out as follows: 
One, resistance to clienthood can be construed as need 
for services. The more a family fights against clienti- 
zation, the more it becomes defined as needing services 
and enmeshed in a coercive legal web requiring it to 
accept them. Two, a family can 'surrender' to the 
implicit and explicit demands of helping professionals 
that they 'act like good clients.' Whether because the 
problems that brought them into contact with human 
services so weakened their ability to defend their 
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boundaries that they are rendered 'helpless/hopeless,• 
or because the family 'tires' of resisting help, or 
both, compliance also can lead to a secure identification 
as a semi-permanent client family. Third, families can 
learn tha requirements of mastering the demands of their 
complex human service environment. This level of 
adaptation can equal a true addiction, i.e., 'human 
service junky' or 'professional client' families. 
To summarize, the three 'multi-problem' family 
types thought to exist rely on a logical predicament 
making the avoidance of clienthood difficult. First, 
families cannot refuse to participate. To do so leads 
to 'resistant clienthood.' Second, families must not 
'surrender' to the demands of clienthood. To do so 
renders them 'helpless/hopeless' clients. Third, 
families must not act in a way that's satisfactorily 
competent. If they do they have become 'human service 
junkies.' Therefore, a tremendous burden on family 
creativity is created by prolonged engagement with human 
services. 
Research Implications 
Implication for Future Research on the 'Multi-Problem' 
Family Phenomenon. 
Future research is needed on the 'multi-problem 
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family phenomenon in the following areas: 
!• This study should be replicated with a larger pool 
families in diverse human service cachement areas 
to: a) extend and further refine our understanding 
of the patterns of communication that, this study 
argues, characterizes some families deeply enmeshed 
with some human service helpers; b) further 
refine the methodology developed for this study. 
2. Research is needed on the human service side of 
the communications tangle to examine the agency 
contextual limitations that prefigure the partici¬ 
pation of human service helpers engaged and enmeshed 
with families. 
3. Investigation of routes into prolonged human service 
agency enmeshment should be undertaken. The 
research question here would attempt to establish 
if there are particular mixes of familial problem 
complexes and agency types more likely than others 
to lead to semi-permanent dependence (i.e., child 
abuse/neglect with child protective agencies) and 
if so, why? 
4. Ex-post facto studies from case records and inter¬ 
views comparing families who had 'escaped' or tran¬ 
scended 'multi-problem' status with those who had 
not would usefully extend this research. 
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5. Longitudinal studies are needed to track more 
precisely the evolution and development of the 
communications trap that has been described in this 
research. There needs to be research testing out¬ 
comes over at least three years in which a given 
cachement area's most difficult 'agency-enmeshed' 
families would be 'blind sorted' into a research and 
a control group. The control group would continue 
to be served by the existing range of services — 
including whatever family therapy services are 
available. The research group would be served by a 
public sector family therapy outcome research 
project utilizing the 'long brief treatment' model 
of the Milan Group (see Roberts, 1979b and Tomm, 
1982) . Both the impact of the specific interventions 
and the overall course of treatment could be 
'cross checked' by CMM derived self-report. 
Methodological Implications. 
The dual method research strategy of this study 
combined 'Milan style' family therapy hypotheses derived 
from observing a video-tape of a 'circular questioning 
interview with respondent self-reports on their own 
interactions in a critical episode selected from the 
circular questioning interview by means of a CMM commu¬ 
nications research derived questionnaire. 
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impli.C3.ti.ons of this methodology for future 
research include the following: First, that it begins 
to be possible to refine the focus of family therapy 
research to follow the act-by—act unfolding of communi¬ 
cation among more than two people. Second, the field of 
family therapy research can be broadened to include the 
inter-systemic interactions between families and their 
larger social context. Third, the claims to effective¬ 
ness of systemic family therapy and the specific inter¬ 
ventions invented by it can begin to be tested against 
the patterns of meaning construal revealed by CMM par¬ 
ticipant self-report. 
Milan style circular questioning is a model of 
information gathering -- as powerful as it is gentle 
because its very process imparts a systemic view. CMM 
is a model for the structure of communication. Both 
approaches share meta-theoretical assumptions derived 
from Batesonian cybernetics. Hypotheses derived from 
circular questioning can be seen as general descriptions 
of the more detailed rules that can be explicated through 
CMM research. Rule structure models of CMM are designed 
to be models of the system under study while circular 
questioning is a model of an investigative process. The 
combination allows for rich description and the power of 
a multi-method check. 
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The application of CMM self-reporting and statis¬ 
tically manipulable procedures to Family Therapy research 
relies on the following assumptions: First, that from 
a carefully constructed interview a brief episode can 
be successfully selected that displays on a micro level 
macro interactional rules. This is an assumption that 
CMM research shares in less extreme form with systemic 
family therapy, which also assumes that the interactional 
processes evident during a brief therapy session are 
somehow characteristic of more enduring patterns. Second, 
that a questionnaire can be developed and refined that 
can accurately represent and adequately allow for the 
important contextual levels from and to which family 
members assign social meaning. The problem here is 
developing an instrument that can 'catch' the ideosyn- 
crasies of individual family systems' processes of rule 
construction while being broad enough to fit a useful 
range of families (without becoming so long as to be 
worthless as a research tool because of participant 
fatigue). Third, that the CMM derived questionnaire by 
'stop-time' gathering reactions to micro-interactions 
(speech acts) sufficiently masks participants under¬ 
standing of the researcher's intentions that the self- 
reports are relatively uncontaminated by participants 
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desires to please, upset or confound the research. 
Fourth, that participants' self-report on their inter¬ 
actions as they observe them (on video-tape) at some 
later time represents a fairly accurate representation 
of the present time interactional processes of meaning 
construction as they occurred in the taped episode. 
(It can be seen that this assumption is a variant of 
the first.) 
While in need of some refinement, the utilization 
of CMM derived self-report procedures clearly streng¬ 
thened and enriched the 'Milan style' family therapy 
Rule of Rules descriptive hypothesis in this study. 
Micro analysis of interactions utilizing this emergent 
research technology presents an exciting direction for 
systemic family therapy research: a) to develop improved 
assessment procedures to buttress subjective clinical 
judgment. b) to test interventions and thereby improve 
their efficacy, particularly their differential 'fit' 
with individual family members, c) to work towards 
developing acceptable and reproducable outcome measures, 
towards the day when outcome claims in systemic family 
therapy can be a matter of empirical reliability rather 
than anecdotal fervor. The results of this study 
challenge Watzlawick's stance (Watzlawick, et al., 1967, 
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pp. 43-44) that the meaning construction processes that 
go on within the minds of actors in a communicative 
episode are unknowable and best treated as if they occurred 
within inpenetrable "black boxes." Neither this study 
nor the prior CMM research on which it relies claims 
that participant self-reports, even when filtered 
through procedures which disguise the import of the 
questioning, are the 'truth' about communicative inter¬ 
actions. This study does add to the growing weight of 
evidence that CMM derived micro-analytic procedures can 
usefully extend family therapists' understanding of the 
ways in which people construct and coordinate social 
reality (McNamee, Lannamann & Tomm, 1983). 
Development of a shorter CMM research instrument 
(questionnaire) would allow research tracking inter¬ 
actional changes across longer episodes, such as a therapy 
hour. This strategy would greatly aid research into 
family therapy interventions and outcomes. Further, it 
might allow a deeper understanding of the actual processes 
by which the 'management of awareness' is handled. The 
ubiquity of paradoxical 'strange loops' in human communi¬ 
cation has by now been established (Cronen, Johnson & 
Lannamann, 1982). The processes leading to their birth, 
evolution and maintenance are in urgent need of further 
exploration. 
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While there is an urgent need for outcome studies 
as family therapy enters the public sector as a major 
modality (see Gurman & Kniskern, 1981; Gurman, 1983) it 
is important to note that jumping to outcome studies 
before the analytic procedures are validated would be a 
mistake. Incorporation of CMM derived communication 
research strategies into family therapy outcome studies 
provides a way to test constructs in wide use in 
systemic family therapy. 
Conclusions 
It is incumbent upon us, as students of family 
life, practitioners in human services, and 
members of families, to analytically discuss and 
critically affirm change and variety in family 
patterns within this mutable and putatively 
pluralistic society. Slavish adherence to 
externally determined prejudices about what and 
how folks should be family fosters bad scholar¬ 
ship, uninformed policy-making, and dysfunctional 
planning of social services. We have a responsi¬ 
bility to examine the relationships between broad 
questions of human values and more immediate 
questions of social policy.... It is by examining 
such questions and critically reassessing social 
policy that we are both forced and enabled to 
make ethical judgments about our societies, our 
communities, our vocations and ourselves 
(Kenyatta, 1980) . 
'Multi-Problem1 Families Maintain the Homeostasis of Human 
Services. 
'Multi-problem' is a label. The term 'multi-problem' 
family is an empty and invidious label, a noselogical 
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camouflage revealing far more about the frustrations of 
helping professionals trapped in the double bind of 
working in public human services in a social context 
that requires the maintenance of class divisions than 
it does about families so labeled. (You must change 
these deeply hurting people, you must not change their 
social context; if you are a truly dedicated helping 
professional you must not leave the field and abandon 
these unfortunates.') 'Multi-problem' families then, 
are poor families with problems that have co-evolved 
with their human service helpers to the point of enmesh- 
ment through some mixture of choice and coercion. Because 
of their poverty their choice of alternatively satisfying 
lifestyles is severely restricted. Because they are poor 
they suffer the limited citizenship afforded those at 
the bottom of the economic pyramid. In a society where 
citizenship has come to equal consumption, those whose 
troubles require that they 'consume' help provided by an 
impoverished public sector have little choice about what 
helping services they want or even the ability to reject 
them if they are not wanted. In turn, the public sector 
is impoverished because the 'Rule of Rules' requires the 
maintenance of class divisions and the consequent public 
humiliation of those unfortunate enough to be both poor 
and in need of help. 
338 
'Multi-problem1 families help maintain class 
divisions. 'Multi-problem' families are not merely the 
victims of their context of social relations, nor are 
they only marvelous examples of the creative adaptive 
power of the human family. The great shortcoming of the 
neo-marxist family analysis is to underestimate the 
evolutionary staying power of the human family — this 
study bears witness to the resiliant strength of families 
who survive not 'in spite of,' but precisely by means 
of the legion of helpers that attempt to normalize them. 
This research asserts that 'multi-problem' families are 
important homeostatic constituents of the meta-rule 
'maintain class divisions,' in much the same way that 
the maintenance of racism, sexism and other intra-class 
divisions divide working class sectors from each other 
and enable a compact and largely hereditary ruling class 
to retain its vastly disproportionate economic and social 
leverage virtually unchallenged. In the case of 'multi¬ 
problem' families, their schizmogenetic function is 
performed by dividing much of the working class from the 
'new class' of salaried helping professionals. For 
helping professionals, the impossible demands of serving 
'multi-problem' families can serve to dominate attention 
and energy that might otherwise go towards efforts to 
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serve broader sectors of the population (which might lead 
them to challenge at least some elements of the status 
quo). Simultaneously, 'multi-problem' families serve as 
a highly useful justification for their precarious public 
funding and are useful as inter-agency 'solvents.' 
Scapegoated and gossiped about, 'multi-problem' families 
can be highly useful detours through which to route conflict 
in a way exactly analagous to the way symptomatic family 
members are utilized in families. For non-'multi-problem' 
poor and near-poor working people, 'multi-problem' families 
can also fulfill the role of the stigmatized "THEM" — 
the scapegoated 'horrible other' whose public pariah status 
serves to help those less unfortunate cling to their own 
less miserable status — ("At least we're not like them") 
while serving as dire examples of what happens to 'trouble 
making' families. At the same time, the sub-class of 
human service helpers comes to be resented as the withholders 
of needed services that are seen as lavished on 'multi¬ 
problem' families. 
"I worked all my life, paid taxes every damn year, 
now they tell me my kid can't get a summer job 
cause we ain't bad enough off. Look who gets them. ^ 
The (blank family). Thoae lousy drunken bums, livin' 
on welfare, beating their kids. That counselor 
made my kid sit through four interviews, asked all 
kinds of personal questions and then? No job. My 
taxes pay the salary of that counselor so he can 
provide all kinds of help to those bums and tell my 
kid he's not screwed up enough to work.'" (personal 
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communication, condensed, but a close paraphrase 
from a client of the author, relating his family's 
experience with a CETA Job Counseling Program). 
In short, if 'multi-problem' families have something 
of the status of Blacks in a class ridden society, the 
sub-class of helping professionals has something of the 
traditional status of Jews — mythologized 'middle 
men,' the lowest strata of 'priviledge' — in education 
and other status confirming rituals if not in income 
— in closest contact with the misery at the bottom of 
the class ladder and the recipient of a good deal of 
the hostility. 
CMM, Family Therapy and Systemic Research. 
This study tested a dual-method procedure to describe 
the workings of inter-systemic communications systems, 
labeled 'multi-problem' families in interaction with a 
human service helper. The conjunction of 'Milan style' 
meta-hypothesizing with the micro-analysis of speech 
acts-in-context provided by CMM quantitative research 
offers family therapy research a strategy in which the 
management of meaning and thereby the construction of 
cybernetic rules in therapeutically engaged families, 
including the efficacy and the accuracy of interventions, 
can be richly described. The procedures of this study 
offer the beginnings of a way out of the current 
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conceptually confining box of family therapy research 
(see Gurman, 1983). At present the status of a Rule of 
Rules hypothesized by a therapist is untestable because 
of its inextricable functioning in a chain of circular 
causality including the family therapist attempting to 
assign/define meaning. Thus systemic family therapy 
runs a double risk of being trivialized by badly 
trained adherents — since all interpretations are 
possible if none are refutable and of being dismissed 
as 'unscientific' by the powerful neo-positivist forces 
in social science for whom 'truth' can only be demon¬ 
strated by reproducable empirical research procedures, 
that guard the gates of scientific credibility. The 
dual, self checking methodology worked out for this 
research offers a research approach in which hypotheses 
can be tested not against some putative external 'truth, 
but in the 'fit' of the interpretations of episodes 
made by therapist and family members. 
The Challenge for Family Therapy in Public Sector Work. 
Systemic family therapy runs a great risk — despite 
its epistemological innovations of joining the proble 
matic social homeostasis as it enters the mainstream of 
public sector work and confronts such 'mandated' clients 
as 'multi-problem' families. This risk exists because 
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the systemic, cybernetically derived theory which 
evolved to treat families fails to adequately concep¬ 
tualize either the intra-psychic processes of meaning 
construction of reality or the boundary conditions of 
human systems, either in terms of time, birth and death 
and developmental processes, or inter-systemic relations. 
This study suggests the utility of a view of 'multi- 
problem1 families that sees them as whole systems-in- 
interaction with other (human service) systems, rather 
than as subsystemic members of larger wholes. The 
application of CMM communications theory and research 
strategy is proposed as a way to 'get into partici¬ 
pants heads' in a way congruent with systemic family 
therapy theory. Three constructs new to systemic family 
therapy theory: 'management of awareness,' (borrowed 
from CMM), 'generativity,' and 'steering capacity' are 
offered as conceptual tools to deal with the reflexive 
difficulty that systemic family therapy theory has had 
in dealing with boundary issues. 
Systemic family therapists, aware of the power of 
'refraining' (Watzlawick et al., 1974) can avoid at least 
part of the problematic status quo as they confront 
'multi-problem' families in public sector work by adopting 
the usage: 'Multi-Agency Engaged' families and 'Multi- 
Agency Enmeshed' families to replace 'Multi-Problem. 
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Storing capacity. Steering capacity is defined 
as a system's ability to prioritize challenges to its 
survival and growth and to independently choose (ideo- 
syncratically evolve) appropriate coping strategies 
without repeated/ patterned and predictable recourse 
to outside sources. The family's context may pose the 
challenge in the most limiting of terms, it may also 
°ffer an abundant array of information and advice, but 
if the family can complete crucial decision making 
communication sequences without having to have some 
part of that loop run through an outside source of 
authority, it can be said to retain its steering capacity. 
Looking at a system's boundary definitions is another 
way to approach the same issue, but doesn't focus 
attention in quite the same way on central functions 
that determine whether a system is 'autonomous' (with 
appropriate interdependence with its environment) or 
dependent. For most families at most times, the former 
is 'healthier' than the latter. 
In assessing families met with in public sector 
work it is suggested that a whole useful line of question¬ 
ing can be subsumed under the aegis of 'Steering Capacity.' 
Who pays for the treatment and who is owed reports? 
Who is the client? Is the client family mandated (i.e., 
legally required) to participate in family therapy? If 
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so, by who; what agency and under what duress? What 
are the consequences of their failure to be your 
clients? Jail? Loss of a child to foster care? 
(Both are common in referrals from the court and social 
service agencies.) What are the consequences of a 
family succeeding in changing? Do they stand to lose 
important material sources of support? (Is their 
livelihood dependent on their client status?) If they 
'get better,' begin to function relatively autonomously, 
are they at risk of losing a crucial surrogate family 
member 'adopted' from the human service network? The 
family therapist needs to ask her/himself: "Who am I 
to this family? As I assess the family's human service 
engagement, they are assessing mine. Where do I and 
my agency fit in the shifting dance of hierarchies 
competing for hegemony? Is this family being used by 
and/or using this endless game? What messages come 
'packaged' with this family from the referring source? 
'Here's a hot potato, good luck!' or 'I dare you to 
succeed where we have failed (and you'll be in trouble 
if you do)'." 
Generativity. From the perspective of this study, 
family therapists can no longer safely hide in the alleged 
value neutrality of its new systemic epistemology as it 
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confronts agency-enmeshed and other 'mandated' clients 
in public sector work. 'Generativity' is suggested as 
a construct that while congruent with systemic ways of 
thinking, encourages a direct apprehension of the 
necessity for value judgments in systemic family 
• it is defined as that fundamental imperative 
that requires of all living systems that they contribute 
to other orders of aliveness besides the survival of 
their own. It is 'survival of survival' and it provides 
for the feedback loops leading to the death and birth 
of living systems as counterpoint to the homeostatic 
survival loops. From this point of view agency-engaged 
and agency-enmeshed families can be assessed for their 
generative capacity. A concept of systemic health, 
along the generative axis, allows the asking of such 
questions as: 'Is this family contributing to its social 
context in ways that allow for future evolution of 
itself and of the context? Or is it limited by a rigidly 
prescribed set of homeostatic loops working to maintain 
both family and larger context unchanged?' From the 
perspective of this research the ethical concerns, the 
'politics' in its largest sense, that the clinician 
brings to bear in passing judgment on these issues is 
not as important as the recognition of the unavoidable 
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responsibility to have a well worked out standard of 
social health and disease. This responsibility is 
particularly sharp in public sector work where the 
market ethics that are supposed to prevent egregious 
abuses in the private sector (consumers of psycho¬ 
therapy being theoretically free to 'shop'), totally 
breaks down and clients are often coerced into therapy 
under extreme duress. 
Management of awareness. 'Management of Awareness', 
a construct borrowed from CMM research (Cronen & McNamee, 
1982) , is suggested as a useful term to focus attention 
on the processes by which individuals mask certain aspects 
of their social reality from consciousness in order to 
maintain the coherence of that social reality. Agency- 
enmeshed families, such as the ones described in this 
research, are likely to have enduring relations with 
helping professionals and agencies that are replete 
with contradictions and paradoxes that need 'not to be 
known' in order to maintain the system. Translating the 
traditional 'unconscious' from the psychodynamic tradition 
into 'management of awareness' allows a way to see the 
out-of-consciousness behavior of individuals in interactive 
terms. It helps to focus attention on such useful questions 
as: 'What is the rule requiring this particular contra 
diction to remain latent rather than manifest in this 
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system of meaning?' 'What set of behaviors are maintained 
by its staying out of awareness?' 
^11 three of these constructs, 'steering capacity, 
'generativity' and 'management of awareness' it is as 
important to apply them and the relevent questions they 
provoke to the human service agency side of the 'multi¬ 
problem' tangle as it is to families. 
Within a narrow but highly charged sector of applied 
behavioral science, conscious, experimental, aesthetic 
use of intentional communication is changing deeply rooted 
and persistent patterns of human misery, In state-of- 
the-art family therapy may possibly be found the seeds 
for a strategic political praxis enabling citizen 
participants in nation-state and other large human systems 
to achieve the necessary judo for effective social action. 
If the conclusions of this study are based in fact 
they will have large implications for family therapists 
seeking to release such long term dependent families from 
their client status. Even partial success in releasing 
these labeled families from their rigid frame of semi¬ 
permanent clienthood might tend to threaten the basis 
for the (partial) working class backlash against social 
services as only serving "them" (stigmatized multi¬ 
problem families") and lead to a more appropriate view 
of human services as a useful social right for all who 
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face temporary crisis (that is, nearly everybody at some 
point in their family life cycle) and therefore something 
wo^-'th fighting for. At the same time, the release of 
energy, resources and attention currently monopolized 
by the small minority of such stigmatized families might 
actually serve to make such a more appropriate social 
re-definition of human services more possible. 
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APPENDIX A 
Family Communication Questionnaire 
Speaker only; A. At this point in the conversation I had 
to say just what I did because of: 
A1. The kind of family this is. 
strongly disagree —> 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
A2. The kind of person I am. 
strongly disagree —* 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
A3. My relationship with a particular family member. 
strongly disagree —* 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
A4. My relationship with the helping professional 
present for the interview. 
strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 <— strongly agree 
A5. This family's relationship with one or more 
other helping professionals or agencies. 
strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
AX. (For helping professionals only) My relationship 
with the interviewer. 
strongly disagree —*■ 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
Speaker only: B. At this point in the conversation I felt 
I had to say or do what I did no matter what others 
might say or do next. 
Bl. strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 «— strongly agree 
Speaker and listeners: C. At this point in the conver¬ 
sation I needed to hear something that would make more 
clear my opinion of: 
Cl. The helping professional present for the interview, 
strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 «— strongly agree 
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C2. This family. 
strongly disagree -*12345— strongly agree 
C3. Other helping professionals. 
strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
C4. A particular member of this family. 
strongly disagree —*■ 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
C5. Myself. 
strongly disagree —>-1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
C6. The way this conversation is going. 
strongly disagree —*■ 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
CX. (For helping professionals only) The interviewer's 
presence. 
strongly disagree --*-1 2 3 4 5-*— strongly agree 
Speakers and listeners: D. I really like what was just 
said: 
Dl. strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 «— strongly agree 
Speakers and listeners: E. At this point in the conver¬ 
sation, I felt trapped by: 
El. The way the conversation was going. 
strongly disagree —*-1 2 3 4 5-*— strongly agree 
E2. The kind of family this is. 
strongly disagree -->-1 2 3 4 5 ■*— strongly agree 
E3. My relationship with a particular family member. 
strongly disagree —*■ 1 2 3 4 5 ■*— strongly agree 
E4. My relationship with the helping professional 
present for the interview. 
strongly disagree —*■ 1 2 3 4 5 •* strongly agree 
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E5. This family's relationship with other helpinq 
professionals. 
strongly disagree > 1 2 3 4 5 •*— strongly agree 
EX. (For helping professionals only) My relationship 
with the interviewer. 
strongly disagree —> 1 2 3 4 5 4— strongly agree 
Listeners only: F. At this point in the conversation, 
something was just said which strongly influenced: 
FI. What I think of myself. 
strongly disagree —> 1 2 3 4 5 4— strongly agree 
F2. What I think of this family. 
strongly disagree --> 1 2 3 4 5 4— strongly agree 
F3. What I think of the helping professional present 
for the interview. 
strongly disagree -4- 1 2 3 4 5 4— strongly agree 
F4. What I think of one or more of the other helping 
professionals involved with this family. 
strongly disagree --> 1 2 3 4 5 4— strongly agree 
F5. What I think of a particular member of this family. 
strongly disagree -+123454— strongly agree 
FX. (For helping professionals only) What I think of 
the interviewer. 
strongly disagree -+ 1 2 3 4 5 4— strongly agree 
Listeners only: C. At this point in the conversation, 
what was just said confused me about: 
Gl. The kind of family this is. 
strongly disagree -+ 1 2 3 4 5 +- strongly agree 
G2. My relationship with a particular family member. 
strongly disagree -4-1 2 3 4 5 4-- strongly agree 
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G3• My relationship with the helping professional 
present for the interview. 
strongly disagree -+12345^- strongly agree 
G4. This family's relationship with one or more of 
the other helping professionals or agencies. 
strongly disagree —+ 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
G5. Myself. My sense of the kind of person I am. 
strongly disagree —*■ 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
GX. (For helping professionals only) My relationship 
with the interviewer. 
strongly disagree —*• 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
Listeners only: H. At this point in the conversation, 
something was just said which strongly influenced what 
I thought about the way the conversation was going. 
strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
Listeners only: I. At this point in the conversation, 
the last speaker was representing the opinion of: 
11. The family as a whole. 
strongly disagree —*• 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
12. A particular helping professional. 
strongly disagree --*• 1 2 3 4 5 <— strongly agree 
13. Him or her self. 
strongly disagree --*■ 1 2 3 4 5 «— strongly agree 
14. Another member of the family. 
strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 «— strongly agree 
15. A human service agency or program. 
strongly disagree ► 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree 
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(A final typicality' question was asked as a further 
check on the procedure with the following instructions.) 
J. Up to this point you've been answering questions 
about the bit of dialogue from your taped 
interview. Now here's one to answer thinking 
about this family in general. 
The way the members of this family act during 
this taped interview is typical of how they 
act toward each other: 
strongly disagree —► 1 2 3 4 5 «— strongly agree 
APPENDIX B 
INVITATION LETTER 
Dear members of the family; 
This letter is an invitation. Lauren W. Kaplan, 
M.Ed. of the Counseling Prochology Program of the 
University.of Massachusetts Graduate School of Education 
is conducting a study of the ways in which families and 
human service agencies relate to one another. Because 
of your family's experience as consumers of human services, 
you have been selected as candidates to participate in 
this study. Your participation will help make sure the 
study reaches fair and accurate conclusions about how 
families are treated by social service agencies. 
Every family selected for participation will 
receive a fifty dollar ($50.00) consulting fee, one half 
to be paid upon completion of the first interview, and 
the balance at the completion of the second interview. 
If you would like to be considered as one of the volunteer 
families to participate in this study, please let Mr. 
Kaplan know when he contacts you. Thank you for your 
attention in this matter. 
Sincerely, 
(signature of sponsoring 
human service professional) 
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APPENDIX C 
Informed Consent 
Participant's Name __ 
Project Title: The 'Multi-Problem' Family Phenomenon: 
An Interactional Perspective" 
Description and Explanation of Procedure: 
Lauren W. Kaplan, M.Ed., a doctoral candidate in 
Counseling Psychology at the University of Massachusetts 
is conducting a research project in the field of family 
therapy. He wants to learn more about the ways in which 
families who are or who have been involved with several 
human service helping agencies communicate with helping 
professionals and about the ways human service pro¬ 
fessionals relate to families. 
Mr. Kaplan would like to conduct two one-and-a-half 
hour interviews with you and your family. In the first 
interview, he will ask you and the one or more helping 
professionals who will participate in this part of the 
study questions about how you and your family became 
involved with human services and about your current 
relations with human service helping professionals. 
This first interview will be videotaped so that Mr. 
Kaplan can review the material for his research. (A 
separate consent form for videotaping is provided for 
your signature.) 
Risks and Discomforts: 
Every effort will be made to respect your privacy. 
If at any point you are uncomfortable with a question you 
may freely refuse to answer. Participation in this 
study is entirely voluntary. It is not a condition of 
any service or benefit you may be receiving. Should you 
and your family decide to volunteer, your contribution 
will be treated with the utmost confidentiality. Your 
responses will not be shared with any helping professional 
or human service agency with whom you or other members of 
your family may be involved. When the results of the 
study are completed your family's identity will be 
carefully protected. 
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Informed Consent 
Potential Benefits: 
Your contributions to a study of the ways in which 
families and human service helping professionals communi¬ 
cate with one another may help improve treatment for other 
families involved with human service agencies. The inter¬ 
views may also help you to clarify how your family 
interacts with helpers and may be helpful to you, although 
the purpose is mainly for the gathering of information 
for this study. If questions do arise for you or your 
family as a result of your participation, Mr. Kaplan will 
be available at the conclusion of the study to consult 
with you. 
Consent: 
I have been satisfactorily informed of the above- 
described procedure with its possible risks and benefits. 
I give permission for Lauren W. Kaplan to interview me 
and my family. I understand that at any time I am free 
to withdraw this consent and discontinue participation 
in this project. 
Signature: 
For a minor child: 
Witness to Signature: 
APPENDIX D 
PRETEST OF FAMILY COMMUNICATION QUESTIONNAIRE 
I. 
Scales 
Spearman Rank 
Order 
Correlation 
At this point in the conversation, 
I had to say just what I did 
because of: 
II. 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
The kind of family 
this is. 
The kind of person 
I am. 
My relationship with 
a particular family 
member. 
My relationship with 
one or more school 
professionals 
(teachers, counselors, 
psychologists, or 
administrators). 
My family's relationship 
with one or more 
school professionals. 
At this point in the conversation, I 
feel I have to say or do what I did 
no matter what others might say or 
do next. 
5 4 3 2 1 
III. At this point in the conversation, 
I strongly need to hear something 
that would either make more clear 
or change my opinion of: 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
The school professionals. 
My family. 
Some particular member 
of my family. 
My self. 
The way the conversation 
is going. 
.91 
.87 
.61 
.50 
.65 
.80 
.83 
.54 
.47 
.73 
.53 
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Scales 
Spearman Rank 
Order 
Correlation 
IV. At this point in the conversation, 
something has just been said 
which strongly influences: 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
What I think of myself. 
What I think of my 
family. 
What I think of one or 
more of the school 
professionals. 
What I think of a 
particular member of 
my family. 
What I think of the way 
this conversation 
is going. 
V. I really like what was just said: 
54321 Yes! No! 
VI. At this point in the conversation, 
what was just said leaves me 
confused about: 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
5 4 3 2 1 
The kind of family 
we are. 
My relationship with 
a particular family 
member. 
My family's relationship 
with one or more 
school professionals. 
Myself. What kind of 
person I am. 
My relationship with 
one or more school 
professionals. 
VII. At this point in the conversation, 
I feel trapped. 
.66 
.52 
.71 
.48 
.18 
.81 
.48 
.85 
.54 
.31 
.61 
5 4 3 2 1 .84 
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Scales 
Spearman Rank 
Order 
Correlation 
VIII. At this point in the conversation, 
the last person to speak is 
really speaking for: 
54321 Him/her self. .81 
54321 The family as a whole. .77 
54321 Another particular .05 
member of the family. 
54321 A particular school .94 
professionals. 
54321 The school as a whole. .91 
Up to this point you've been answering questions about 
the bit of dialogue you selected from your Family 
Interaction Story. Now here's one to answer thinking 
about the Family Interaction Story as a whole: 
IX. The way the members of my family 
act during this interaction is 
typical of how we act toward each 
other: 
5 4 3 2 1 .87 
APPENDIX E 
INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
FAMILY COMMUNICATION QUESTIONNAIRE 
Instructions; After you have had a chance to watch 
the whole sequence that has been selected for you from 
your taped interview, you will be shown several state¬ 
ments, one at a time, from the tape and asked to fill 
out a brief questionnaire on each of them. As much as 
possible, put yourself back into the frame of mind you 
were in when the interview was recorded. Remember what 
you were thinking and feeling and what other people were 
doing as you watch and listen to what was said. Try to 
answer the questionnaire as if the interview had just 
happened a few minutes ago. 
Each time the tape is stopped after a statement, you 
will be asked to fill out a complete questionnaire on 
that statement. Each question is marked "speaker only," 
"speaker and listeners" or "listeners only." If you were 
the speaker of the last statement when the tape is stopped, 
circle a number next to each phrase that follows all 
"speaker only" and "speaker and listeners" questions. If 
you were a listener to the last statement when the tape 
is stopped, circle a number beside each phrase that 
follows all "speaker and listeners" and "listeners only" 
questions. For each taped statement, speakers will have 
five questions to answer and listeners will have seven. 
In answering the questions, circle the number that 
best fits your reaction when you read the question 
phrase and the answer phrase together to make a complete 
sentence. 5 equals "strongly agree" and 1 equals 
"strongly disagree." Don't think too hard or worry too 
much about your answers, this is not a test and there 
are no 'right' or 'wrong' answers. 
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APPENDIX F 
AUTHORIZATION FOR RELEASE OF INFORMATION 
TO LAUREN W. KAPLAN, M.Ed. 
I, 
—__f 
(name) 
agree to 
autnonze __7__ to furnish to 
Lauren W. Kaplan, M.Ed. information from my records 
relating to my family's involvement with human service 
helping professionals and agencies as is necessary for 
the research project; The 'Multi-Problem* Family 
Phenomenon; An Interactional Perspective being carried 
out by Mr. Kaplan in 1982 and 1983. 
I understand that this is confidential material and that 
it will be used only by Mr. Kaplan for the reason stated 
above. I understand that this authorization is valid 
only for this stated purpose and that Mr. Kaplan will 
under no circumstances share this confidential case record 
material with any other person or agency except the 
qualified professional research team assisting his research. 
(signature) (date) 
(signature of parent of minor, or legal guardian) 
(witnessed by) (date) 
Expiration date 
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APPENDIX G 
AUDIOVISUAL RECORDING RELEASE AND CONSENT 
I. If the undersigned, hereby grant Lauren W. Kaplan, 
M.Ed. permission to make sound and/or visual 
recordings, separately or in combination, of me 
and my children, and I also give Lauren W. Kaplan, 
M.Ed. permission to use the completed sound and/or 
visual recordings for the limited purpose of 
assisting his research project: The 'Multi-Problem' 
Family Phenomenon: An Interactional Perspective 
being carried out by Mr. Kaplan in 1982 and 1983. 
I understand that these recordings of me and my 
family will only be used as part of this research. 
I understand that these recordings will only be 
used by Mr. Kaplan and by the research team 
assisting him and that they will be under his 
direct physical control at all times and that 
they will be destroyed upon completion of the 
research project or by the expiration date of this 
release, whichever comes first. 
II. The use for which these sound and/or visual 
recordings of me and my family has been explained 
to me to my satisfaction, and I agree with the 
reasons given for requesting my participation in 
this research project as a recorded subject. 
III. I understand that, by written request, I may rescind 
my release at any time during or after the recording 
has been completed. 
SIGNED:_ 
ADDRESS:_ 
Parent or Guardian: 
WITNESS: 
(date) 
(date) 
EXPIRATION DATE: 
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